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Before you begin... 


always pictured this book as the sunny epilogue to the series. I knew 
I Stella and Lochlan were going to end up together since before I finished 
writing Make Me, and after everything this family has been through, a fun, 
tropical romp seemed in order. This is definitely the lightest book in the 
series and more resembles a dark rom-com (though don’t hold me to that in 
case you don’t find me funny). 
However, it is still a dark romance and may contain sensitive subjects or 
triggers. So, let’s go through my usual disclaimers: 
There are many scenes of graphic violence and sexual content. All content 
warnings can be found at SummerOtoole.com/content. If you have a 
question that isn’t listed, please do not hesitate to reach out to me at 


hello@summerotoole.com. 


This book will not be for everyone, especially if you know me in real life. 
And yes, Mother, that means no giving copies to your pastor and deacons. 

Remember, this is a work of fiction. 

Dark romance is an incredible, beautiful, gritty way of storytelling that 
people enjoy for many different reasons. Reading and writing about 
something does not mean you condone it in real life. If that were true, 
Stephen King should have been locked up long ago. 


This is not meant to accurately represent safe sex or kink and certainly not 
how to get away with murder. 
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Author's Note 


n the process of writing Dare Me, I worked with Black sensitivity 
I readers who provided invaluable feedback, and I am grateful for their 
contributions to Stella’s character and her story. With their help, I have tried 
to portray her as accurately and with as much care as I can. I hope I have 
succeeded in that task. 

My intention was to write Stella in a way that is respectful and authentic, 
while being conscious of not writing about a struggle that is unique to Black 
women, as that is not my story to tell. 

I also want to recognize my privilege as a white author and the inherent 
inequities in the book publishing industry, both traditional and independent, 
that BIPOC authors face on a daily basis. I hope that I can use my platform 


to make space for Black authors, and I encourage you to consider picking 


up works by the following authors, who have created characters and worlds 
that deserve praise and recognition for their brilliance: 

B.B. Reid 

Eden O’ Neill 

Elizabeth Stephens 

J.L. Seegars 

Kimberly Lemming 

Lee Jacquot 

Naima Simone 

Nana Malone 


Natasha Bishop 
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Playlist 


eep an eye out for footnotes to pair specific scenes to the songs that I 
4 listened to while writing them. I’d recommend playing the suggested 
song on repeat until the end of the chapter or ornamental break. 


You can listen to the full playlist at SummerOtoole.com/playlists 
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“Who Do You Want” — Ex Habit 

“Any Love” — Dermot Kennedy 
“Please” — Omido, Ex Habit 

“Toxic” — Omido, Rick Jansen 
“Voodoo in My Blood” — Massive Attack, Young Fathers 
“T Like You (A Happier Song) (With Doja Cat)” — Post Malone, Doja Cat 
“Outta my head” — Omido, Rick Jansen, Ordell 
“Feel for Me” — Vance Foy 
“Smoke - Son Lux Remix” — BOBI ANDONOYV, Son Lux 

“Your Man” — Josh Turner 

“Nonsense” — Sabrina Carpenter 

“Tf 1” — Limi 
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“Bad Decisions” — BOBI ANDONOV 
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Prologue 


Stella 


have a theory that men with mustaches love eating pussy. So, when the 
I Phantom bartender with a mustache and a very charming smile slides 
me and my sister, Ruby, two shots, I wonder if tonight is the night to test 
my theory. 

“On the house. Happy birthday,” he says. His eyes are dark and 
mischievous, and the black T-shirt he’s wearing is doing great things for his 
toned arms and chiseled torso. 

Ruby nudges me, and I break out of my assessment and grab the shots. 
“Thanks,” I shout over the club music before we both toss back the liquor. 
She grabs my hand and starts dragging us back to the sea of sweaty bodies 
filling up the dance floor. ! 

“T get cut at one!” I hear him holler after us. I laugh and look over my 
shoulder with a smirk. 

“God, I forgot what a horny drunk you are,” Ruby whines playfully. 

“Hey, you only turn thirty once.” I laugh and begin to maneuver through 
the crowd to our friends. 

It’s easy to find them. I think it’s subconscious, but people tend to give the 
Foxes a wide berth even in a crowded club like this. I don’t even think it’s 
their full-body tattoos. Or the barely concealed guns that the bouncers only 


let in because they own the club. 


It’s as if thousands of years of survival instincts have programmed most 
people to avoid men like the Foxes. 

Apparently, I’m not most people. 

As I approach the group—the Fox brothers and their women—they step 
back and let my sister and me dance in the middle of the circle, cheering 
and clapping. It feels good to be celebrated, to shut out my responsibilities 
for once and just have fun. 

My head swims, and heavy bass pulses in my ears. The dozens of tiny 
rhinestones on my sheer, mesh dress dazzle and change colors under the 
flashing lights. I lean into the music and let the beat consume my thoughts. 
The next hour spins away in a drunken blur. 

At some point, Finn hands me another drink. He’s by far the grumpiest of 
all the Fox brothers and hates pretty much everyone, even his brothers half 
the time, so I’m extra tickled he showed up to a packed club for me. The 
cold liquid is a godsend when I’m burning up from drinking and dancing. 

Suddenly, I feel hands on my hips. I’m not surprised to find they belong 
to Lochlan when I look over my shoulder, the youngest and only single Fox 
brother. I’ve known him since he was nine years old and I was sixteen. I’ve 
watched him grow up to become June Harbor’s most notorious playboy and 
one of my best friends, after his brother Cash. 

The strobing lights cast his face with devilish angles. His normally blue 
eyes are like black coals and unreadable in the dark. He splays his fingers 
wider on my hips with a curl of his lip as if daring me to push him away. 

Never one to back down from a challenge, I meet his cocky smirk by 
pushing my hips back until I can feel the buckle of his belt through my 


dress. One of his hands holds me close while the other ghosts across the 


front of my leg. His fingers brush my inner thigh and my stomach sparks 
like a live wire. 

I’ve seen him dance before, confident and smooth, but feeling him dance 
is another thing entirely. Our bodies move in unison. Dancing. Caressing. 
Exploring. I want to blame the alcohol for the way my brain is emptying of 
everything except for the burning feel of his palms and the curve of his 
body against mine. 

I don’t care that the whole Fox family can see us, not that they’re paying 
us any mind. And if they did, they wouldn’t think anything of it. Just a 
birthday dance between friends. 

Absentmindedly, I roll my head to the side. I feel the tip of his nose drag 
up my neck. His breath tickles, and despite sweating, I shiver. He must feel 
it because he holds me tighter to his front, and there’s nothing friendly 
about his hard cock pressing against my ass. 

I see it for what it is: he’s raising the stakes, seeing how far he can push 
before I back down. I can feel the threat with each swing of his hips, in the 
hand that slithers across my sternum, just barely grazing the bottom of my 
breasts, or when he quietly sings along to the music, his lips fluttering 
against my ear. 

But I don’t push away. I push back. 

My drink in one hand, I weave the other behind me and around his neck. I 
pull him closer. Letting my long nails bite into his skin, I hear him hiss in 
my ear. In retaliation, he bites my neck and the tips of his fingers breach the 
hem of my dress. I stifle a groan, my heartbeat beginning to skip. 

How far am I willing to go to win this game? 


My mind is too muddied to find a reasonable answer. 


Instead, I don’t try to find one at all and spin around to face him while he 
pushes his long blond hair out of his face. He traces his teeth with his 
tongue, and there’s a smug tilt of his head, like he’s already won. I narrow 
my eyes, but he doesn’t miss a beat, sliding his hands down to my ass and 
slipping his thigh between mine. I wrap one arm around his shoulders and 
dig my fingers into his hard muscle when he presses his thigh to my core. 
Heat licks at my spine, and I can’t resist grinding back, pleasurable sparks 
flying from the friction. My eyes flutter closed, and I have to press my lips 
tight together so the breathy moans filling my lungs don’t escape. 

“T like the way you use me.” My eyes slam open at his rough whisper and 
the ensuing somersault in my stomach that nearly knocks me off my feet. I 
stiffen, and he chuckles. “Aw, don’t stop now—ah fuck!” Someone knocks 
into my back and my drink sloshes down Lochlan’s entire front as it flies 
from my hand. 

“Oh, shit,” I mutter and immediately fall into problem-solving mode. 
“Come on.” I grab his hand and drag him through the crowd. I know that at 
least Cash keeps a change of clothes at the Den and Peaches. It would be 
fair to assume there’s something stashed in Phantom’s office. 

I can still feel the bass from the dance floor pounding in my chest when I 
push into the office. The door closes and the sound disappears, like walking 
into a vacuum. The automatic lights switch on as we enter, and I stutter to a 
stop in the middle of the room, covering my eyes with a groan. 

I’m squinting, trying to adjust to the bright lights, when arms wrap around 
my waist. One cinches me tight and the other snakes between my breasts to 
collar my throat. Lochlan’s mouth crashes down on my neck, sucking on 
my pulse. I cock my head to the side to give him more access and finally let 


out the desperate moan I’d been fighting back all night. 


I bring my arms up and around his neck, sinking my fingers into his hair, 
and he groans. “Fuck, Stella, you make me fucking crazy.” 

The feverish and desperate way he says that, while pawing at my dress, 
makes me equally delirious. In fact, delirium is the only possible 
explanation for why, when he spins me, my hands immediately go to his 
belt. 

I fumble with the buckle while he tugs his stained shirt over his head and 
walks us back. My hands glide down the rungs of his bare abs as the back 
of my legs hit the desk. I can now see the wildness in his eyes, like a 
summer storm of torrential rain and thunder that comes out of nowhere. 

He lifts me onto the desk, and I slip my fingers into his waistband, 
tugging him between my legs. I see a swatch of blank ink and pull his 
waistband farther down, just above his dick, and gasp. “Oh my god, I 
thought you were joking!” 

He chuckles, amused. “I never joke about my cock, Stella.” 

There, right above his shaft, are two words permanently inked into his 
skin: Fox Jr. 

I’m in disbelief, but also not at all surprised. “This has to be a joke.” 

“Of course it is.” He laughs. “I mean, it’s a real tattoo, but my backup idea 
was ‘filling station’ with a gas pump, so it’s not that serious.” 

My eyes trace the bold letters, and I can’t help but laugh myself. “That is 
so utterly ridiculous.” 

He holds out his arms. “Listen, if it’s a deal breaker—” 

“No, shut up.” I pull him closer. 

Lochlan begins to say something, but I palm the hard bulge of “Fox Jr.” 
and his words dry up, his eyes falling shut. And just like that, the 


conversation is over. He inhales sharply then shakes his head as if clearing 
his thoughts. He drops to his knees. 

Now it’s my turn to breathe irregularly as he pushes my dress up to my 
hips. I bite my lip when he drags two fingers over my panties, pressing 
against my seam. I use my hands to hold my thighs apart, and he bites my 
inner thigh. 

“T can’t wait to fucking taste you.” There’s a strained and starved quality 
to his voice that makes me burn even hotter. The sharp sting of his teeth 
demands my attention, but I’m distantly aware of the distinctive sound of 
tearing foil. I look down to see him pulling his cock from his boxers, an 
open condom wrapper in his other hand. 

I fist his hair with both hands and yank his head back to look at me. “This 
is only happening once, and tomorrow, it didn’t happen at all,” I say 
decisively. 

His eyes are dark and hooded. “Fine with me.” He dips his head back 
down to nudge his nose against his bite marks. My stomach twists the 
closer he gets to my pussy. 

I tug on his hair again, and his eyes flash back up at me. There’s a hint of 
annoyance in them, like I’m interrupting him from something important. 
“So stand up and fuck me before I change my mind.” 

He stands with the composure of a boxer rising from the mat. There’s 
something chilling but exciting about the single-mindedness I see written 
on his face. He holds out the open wrapper. “Then put this condom on and 
bend the fuck over.” 

I pull the rubber out and slide it over the red, thick head of his cock. My 
mouth waters as my eyes trace the veins up its length. He forces my gaze up 


to his by grabbing my chin. With a gentle tug, he takes a step back and pulls 


me off the desk. I roll the condom down his shaft, my fingers wrapping 
around him as his eyes burn into mine. I feel his abs concave when I give 
him a few slow strokes, watching his jaw clench. I could stand here all 
night, slowly toying with him and learning his every reaction. 

Greedily wanting to draw more tortured expressions from him, I tilt 
forward, and he releases my throat. I run my tongue from the bottom of his 
sternum to the middle of his chest. His nostrils flare, our eyes staying 
locked as I lick the sticky, sweet remains of the drink from his skin. 
Watching the unfettered control flickering on his face, fighting to break 
through is a high all on its own. 

Suddenly, he twirls me around and my chest is pressed flush to the desk, 
knocking the wind out of me. “If you’re so desperate for me to fuck you, 
arch your fucking back,” he growls and kicks my feet apart while tugging 
my hips up. He tugs my panties to the side and rocks his cock between my 
legs. Next time he pulls back, he slips his fingers where his cock just was. 
My breath hitches as he prods my entrance with two thick fingers. “I’d like 
to take my time with you, but since you seem so eager to get this over with 
and your pussy is already dripping—” 

“That’s not what I meant—oh my god.” My words are snatched away 
when he pulls his fingers out and slams his cock into me without warning. 
The stretch is sudden, but he fills me perfectly. My mouth just hangs open, 
gasping for air, as he withdraws to pound back in. 

His fingers dig into my hips, his hands are tight and firm, and I can feel 
my wetness on them. He tugs my ass even higher and tilts his own pelvis so 
the next stroke hits a spot inside me that has stars erupting behind my eyes. 

“Oh fuck, Lochlan.” My hands clamber for purchase on the smooth 


wooden surface of the desk. 


“Who knew you took cock so fucking well,” he says on a harsh exhale 
with another sharp snap of his hips. “To think of all the times I could’ve had 
you bent over just like this at the Den . . . and now you spent all night 
getting me so worked up, I’m not going to last long. But you’re going to 
come on my cock before this is over.” His voice is coarse. I can hear how 
tightly he’s wound. 

“Then play with my clit and—fuck.” He angles his hips again and my 
eyes roll. “And keep—” I gasp with another thrust. “Fucking me—oh god 
—like that.” 

My eyes widen in surprise when he plunges two fingers into my mouth. 
At first, I think it’s to quiet me, but then I instinctively suck on them and he 
groans with a husky chuckle. “Atta girl.” 

Pulling them out, he brings his wet fingers to my front and swirls them 
around my clit. I cry out, the relief and pleasure like quenching the fiercest 
thirst. 

The relief is short-lived, his touch only making me crave more. “More, 
please,” I plead, too hot and aching to care that I’m practically begging. 

He rubs firm and concise circles around my clit, spinning me higher and 
higher. Another scream gets trapped in my dry throat as I fight to breathe 
through the dizzying tension. 

“Fuck, Stella, you can’t squeeze my cock like that,” he says through 
gritted teeth. 

Completely lost in the feeling of him inside me, I mindlessly ask, “Why 
not?” 

“Because it makes me want to tear this condom off and fuck you bare 


until your tight little cunt milks every last drop from me.” 


“Oh, shit.” It’s at this exact moment that the tension coiling inside me 
snaps and liquid heat floods my system as my pussy pulses. 

“Fucking hell,” Lochlan sputters. His hands squeeze my hips painfully 
tight as he holds me in place, coming hard. He takes a beat to catch his 
breath before pulling out with a softer curse. “Goddamn, Stella Mae.” 

I push up onto my elbows, and he gently trails a palm down my spine. 
“Stay here.” He steps out of his jeans and, with a soft swat on my ass, walks 
to a row of cabinets in nothing but his boxers. My heart thumps heavy and 
sated in my chest, and I’m surprised there’s no immediate rush of regret. 

He pulls out a gym bag and takes a small terry cloth towel. He throws it 
over his shoulder as he steps to a trash basket and removes his condom. He 
tucks himself into his boxers as he strides lazily back over to me. 

His chest and face are splotched with red. His eyes seem weighty and 
tired but relaxed. He turns me around and lifts me back onto the desk. In 
comfortable silence, he holds my legs open and wipes between my thighs. 
His movements are tender and unhurried. 

When he’s done, he tosses the towel back over his shoulder and looks up 
at me. The blue of his eyes looks extra vibrant in contrast to his rosy 
cheeks. He gives me a lazy smile, and I tilt my head in obvious assessment 
of him. He lifts his brow in question. 


“Have you ever considered growing a mustache?” 


1. Play “Devil in a Dress” by Rhea Raj 
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Chapter 1 


Don’t Mess with Our Women 


Lochlan 


months later 
5 The cold cement walls surround me. ! The only light is a single weak bulb 
hanging from the ceiling. My boots hit the ground. Each step fills the narrow, dark 
hallway with an ominous beat. The light sways slightly on a rusty chain, despite 
there being no wind down here, under layers of earth and concrete. Like a ghost 
playing with a pendulum. 

The closer I get, the clearer the hunched figure shrouded in darkness becomes. 
My hand grips the slide on my Glock and racks it, the distinctive sound of clicking 
metal a preamble for what’s to come. 

“Good afternoon, Antoine,” I say, stepping up to the man chained to a chair 
alone in this basement. I give his cheek a friendly tap with my gun, and he winces 


as if bracing for me to shoot him any second. “Oh no, no, no,” I tut. “It won’t be 


as easy as a bullet to the head.” I crouch down to look him in the eyes, keeping the 
loose smile on my face. “Now where would the fun in that be?” 

He shudders, sweat dripping down his temple as he hangs his head and pleads, 
“Please. I promise I’|l get the money. I promise.” 

“Ah.” I bounce back up and start pacing as if a brilliant idea just came to me. 
“Here’s the thing, Antoine. We are far past simple repayment. I don’t care about 
your debt. I want you indebted to us. Where you went wrong was thinking you 
could lay your hands on our women without consent or repercussions. You didn’t 
really think you could assault that dancer and threaten her to stay quiet, did you? 
That she wouldn’t come directly to us?” My tone is incredulous as I move behind 
him. His shoulders shake with unease as I step out of his sight. 

Making someone tremble in your wake is a powerful feeling, but at this point, I 
expect it. 

Out in the world, I’m all jokes and smiles, the charming jester. But down here, 
I’m judge, jury, and executioner, making grown men piss themselves. 

I grab two chains hanging from the ceiling and attach each one to Antoine’s 
wrist shackles. I unfasten them from the chair then kick it out from under him. He 
stumbles back. I press a button right before he falls on his ass and the chains 
tighten, pulling his arms above his head. 

Suspended from the ceiling, he groans as his shoulders tug painfully, holding all 
his weight as his feet lift off the ground. I roll a cart in front of him, the rusty old 
thing loud in the silence. 

“Oh god, please,” he blubbers as his eyes scan the row of scalpels and knives on 
the top shelf, a large cooler on the bottom. 

“Here’s the deal.” I trace my finger over one of the sharp blades. “You have an 
outstanding debt, and if I simply kill you for your transgressions, we will be left 
unpaid—” 


“T’ll pay! I swear, I’ll pay!” he tries again, squealing like a pig. 


“No, you won’t. I’ve seen your accounts and tsk, tsk, Antoine, you really ought 
to take better care of your finances.” I pick up a long and skinny knife and point it 
at him. “But don’t worry, we have other ways of collecting payments—” 

He wails as I bury the blade into his stomach. The color drains from his face as 
his eyes widen like giant white orbs. 

I start carving into his flesh, tearing open his shirt where the knife cuts it. I 
exhale, blowing my hair off my face, and use the back of my hand to wipe a 
splatter of blood dripping down my cheek. “I’m going to remove your kidneys and 
liver—you’ll probably have bled dry by then—but hey, at least your debt will be 
paid.” 

Then I put in my headphones to drown out his screams. “Oh, I love this song!” I 
give him a big smile and then get to work harvesting his organs while humming 


along to Marvin Gaye. 


Stella 


David: 


Still on for dinner tonight? 


Yes! Just tell me when and where 


David: 


Where do you want to go? 


David: 


What are you in the mood for? 


I groan and set my phone down on the Den’s oak bar. For fuck’s sake. I said just 
tell me when and where and this joker starts playing twenty questions. At the Den, 
my days are full of scheduling shifts, dealing with vendors, refereeing spats 
between servers—and Fox brothers—and soothing customers’ ruffled feathers. It 
would be nice if I didn’t have to continue making decisions for everyone on my 
night off. 

I hear Lochlan’s singing before I see him. He comes dancing out of the back 
room, head bopping with his headphones in. He spins toward me and wiggles his 
hips while crooning the lyrics to “Sexual Healing.” 

I yank out an AirPod when he leans over the bar next to my stool and gives me a 
crooked smile. “I’m going for burgers, you in?” He raises his brows and my 
stomach rumbles. 

“Can’t.” I frown. “I have a date.” 

He nudges me with a laugh. “Why do you look so upset about that?” 

“Tt’s nothing.” I try to brush it off. “At least none of his profile pictures are of 
him on a boat with a fish, so that’s a good sign.” What is with white men’s 
obsession with showing off the fish they caught anyway? 

Laughing, Lochlan rests his back against the bar and leans back all casually. 
“What’s his name?” 

“Nope. No way.” I shake my head, laughing. “I am not telling you his name so 
you can have Finn run some insane background check on him.” 

“Hey.” He throws his hands up. “We’re just looking out for you, Stella Mae.” 
Stella Mae. My full name hasn’t felt the same ever since he said it on my birthday. 
I try to ignore the way my cheeks are burning with the memory and notice a 
helpful distraction: a streak of blood by his ear. 

I tap my own cheek in the same place. “Missed a spot.” I don’t ask him how it 
got there. I don’t need specifics. I know exactly who the Foxes are. 

Veronica exits the staff room, walking past us with her bag slung over her 


shoulder, clearly done with her shift. Her long, dark hair hangs in a braid down her 


back and she’s changed into a flattering pair of bike shorts and matching crop. 

Lochlan catches sight of her and pushes off the counter. “Hey, have fun tonight,” 
he says hurriedly as he catches up with her. 

Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he beams his typical charmer smile at 
her. “You ever been to Betty Bay’s Burgers?” 

She looks at him coyly but is obviously delighted by his attention. “No.” She 
shakes her head. 

“Well, no time like the present,” he offers, and she giggles in agreement. I roll 
my eyes. Poor girl has no idea what she’s in for. Most of our staff keeps a wary 
distance between themselves and the brothers. They can be charming when they 
want to, but most of the time they come off as intimidating and disinterested. 
Except for Lochlan. 

And shit, this boy picked a girl, a restaurant, and a time all in the matter of thirty 
seconds. It’s not that hard, David. 

But then Lochlan glances over her shoulder at me with a wink and makes the 
okay symbol discreetly with this hand. I can practically hear him say, Nice. And I 
remember that’s why I avoid men like Lochlan—most of the time. Everything’s a 
game; women are just conquests. 


Sighing, I pick up my phone and text David. 


Let’s do Nonna Rosa’s. Meet me there at 


Then, with a small smirk, I text Lochlan. 


Unless you’re gonna train her replacement, stop fucking my serve 


He texts me back, and after reading it, I shove my phone in my pocket like it 
burned me. 
Lochlan: 


Don’t be jealous. I’d much rather it was you. 


999 


1. Play “Creepin’” by xryce 
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Chapter 2 


Family First 


Stella 


66 Don’t forget the flowers!” Cash hollers after Lochlan, who dashes 
back to the office at the Den to grab a bouquet of pink and orange 
roses. 

“Okay, now I’m ready,” he says to me. “I’m parked out front.” 

He falls in stride next to me as we walk through the dining area, passing 
Veronica subbing in at the hostess stand. I watch out of the corner of my 
eye as he slows down and tilts his head slightly, dragging his gaze up and 
down her body as we pass. Her cheeks pinch like she’s fighting back a 


smile. She meets my eyes and quickly looks down to shuffle some menus. 


She doesn’t know that I couldn’t care less who she fucks, especially if it’s 
Lochlan. 

One drunken fuck doesn’t change that. 

As we step outside, I remind him with a light laugh, “When you break 
that poor girl’s heart and she quits, I swear to god, I’m putting you on 
doubles until I have a replacement.” 

The sky is a vibrant purple and copper on this mild summer evening, and 
it’s a short walk to Lochlan’s truck. “Thanks for the ride, by the way,” I say, 
climbing into the cab. 

“Of course. Though I don’t know why you won’t just let Cash buy you a 
new Car.” 

“T like my car,” I protest. “And it’s not broken, just needs a little TLC.” 

“Either way, I don’t mind being your chauffeur until it’s fixed,” he says 
genuinely. Placing his tattooed arm on the back of my seat, he looks over 
his shoulder while backing up. 

Once we’re on the road, he asks, “So, how was your date last night?” I 
think I pick up on a forced unconcerned tone but can’t be sure. 

“Oh,” I scoff, sure I was imagining it anyway. “He canceled last minute— 
forgot he had plans to watch the game with his bros. His words, not mine.” 

“The fucker wasn’t good enough for you anyway,” he says all too 
casually, but his jaw clenches. I eye him suspiciously, trying to determine 
whether that was a generalized statement or if, against my wishes, he 
looked him up anyway. Despite the quick tensing of his jaw, he doesn’t give 
anything away, eyes cool and calm on the road. 

When we arrive at my grandparents’ home for our weekly family dinner, 


cars are double and triple parked in their driveway. Lochlan parks down the 


street and gets out to walk with me down the middle of the slow residential 
road. The sky in front of us is now an inky blue, the moon bright and full. 

“Are you staying for dinner?” I ask as we head down the brick path that 
cuts through their lawn and note the neatly trimmed edges. 

“I wish, but I have a meeting later.” He sighs then adds enthusiastically, 
“T’ll pick you back up after though.” 

“Don’t worry, Ruby will give me a ride home.” He looks down at me with 
a raised brow and I loop my arm in his, answering his silent question with a 
small laugh. “Yes, I’m sure.” 

The air smells like wet grass and gasoline. My grandpa takes his lawn 
very seriously. My mom used to send me and my siblings over on the 
weekends to help as kids, but he always ended up taking over because we 
would rather play in the sprinklers than learn how to perfectly weed whack 
along the curb. 

Stepping up to the door, I can already hear the boisterous laughter and 
conversation inside. Their ranch-style home can fit way more people than 
you’d think, like the physical manifestation of a heart overflowing with 
love. Between aunts and uncles, cousins and their kids, my siblings and 
their kids, there’s at least twenty-five people. 

Family has always been the most important thing in my life. Generations 
sticking together, seeing each other often. My cousins are like siblings. 
Maybe that’s why I fit right in with the Foxes. 

Before knocking, I turn to Lochlan and take in his casual jeans and loose 
linen short-sleeve shirt, unbuttoned nearly to his navel, with two silver 
chains hanging against his chest. His ruffled long hair is all over the place 


after driving with the windows down. 


“Hmm.” I scrutinize him before buttoning up his shirt almost all the way, 
my fingertips grazing his hot skin. Then I run my fingers through his hair, 
containing it a little more, tucking it behind his ears. He dutifully stands 
there with nothing more than a ghost of a smile and lets me fuss over him. 
His eyes look distant though, like he’s remembering the last time I had my 
fingers in his hair. How he moaned my name and how crazy I made him. 
How crazy he made me. 

I try to clear my head of the hungry sound with a swallow. “Now, you’re 
appropriate for Nana.” 

I let myself in and my grandma shuffles to the door to greet us, shouting 
excitedly when she sees Lochlan. She holds out her arms wide, and I have 
to bend down to hug her. She embraces him next, with a kiss and pat on the 
cheek. 

“Mrs. Wright.” He hands her the bouquet, and she beams like a girl 
getting asked to prom. Her eyes squint as she brings the roses to her nose, 
inhaling heartily. 

“Chickie!” she shouts over her shoulder at her sister. “Get another seating 
set for our boy.” 

“Unfortunately, I can’t stay, but I couldn’t miss a chance to see the most 
beautiful woman in June Harbor,” he sweet-talks. 

She winks. “You know, you’ve always been my favorite Foxy boy.” He 
huffs a proud laugh and says goodbye, heading back down the brick path. 

Following my grandma inside, I close the door and she gives me a 
knowing look. “I don’t believe a word of what people say about those 
boys.” 

Cash hired me shortly after his father’s turbulent and highly publicized 


trial for murdering the governor. My parents cautioned me against getting 


involved with a family like that, but I was sixteen and desperate for 
independence. I never would have imagined a hostess job would lead to a 
career and a second family of psychopathic cinnamon rolls. 

“T know, Nana.” Cash has been giving me flowers for her for years and 
she says the same thing every week. I follow her into the kitchen to get a 
vase. I’m not sure how I ended up here exactly, delivering roses to my 
grandma from the most notorious gangster on the East Coast. 

I guess I just never left. I didn’t care about the rumors of their criminal 
activities—most of them are true—because I was there to do a job and 
make money. Cash didn’t scare me, and I wasn’t intimidated by his other 
dealings because I knew I would never get involved in them. Fourteen years 
later, I still haven’t. 

“Look what my boyfriends got me, Ronnie,” she teases my papa, holding 
up the bouquet. 

“Have all the boyfriends you want, but you only got one husband,” he 
tosses back. “Now give ’em here, don’t want you pricking those pretty 
hands.” 

I fill a vase with water while he trims the leaves and stems. I place it in 
front of her and she takes each rose from him and arranges them 
thoughtfully. Watching them work together, even over something so simple, 
tugs on my heart. They’ve always been equals, pulling from each other’s 
strengths and pushing each other past their weaknesses. 

When he finishes the last one, he passes her with a soft swat on her 
behind. She spins and wields the flower like a sword, bopping him on the 


head. Laughing, she hollers, “Ronald, you old dog!” 
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Chapter 3 


Ew, David 


Lochlan 


watch Randy arrive, the big front doors of the Den swinging open. He 

walks in like he fucking owns the place. His arrogance alone makes me 
want to break his kneecaps. Instead, I just tighten my grip on the cold glass 
of whiskey. As enforcer for the family, I don’t mind getting my hands dirty, 
but blood is a bitch to get out and I happen to like this shirt. 

What’s left of his dark, greasy hair is slicked back, his hairline hanging on 
for dear life. He thumbs the lapel of his tacky, faux leather jacket as he 
Slides into the booth opposite me. 

“Well, I’m here,” he says, as if this is all a big hassle for him and he’s 


doing me a favor. Really, I’m doing him one by not taking him out back and 


putting a bullet between his eyes. 

I recline into the leather booth, swirling the whiskey. “This doesn’t have 
to get unpleasant, Randy. Stick to your fight clubs—hell, you can even keep 
your OTB. But—” I shift forward and lean onto the table on my forearms 
and crack my knuckles. “If you don’t stay away from my horse tracks, 
things will get remarkably less pleasant. You understand?” 

He narrows his eyes, and I can see him weighing the risk versus reward. 
He clears his throat and straightens his spine. “And if I don’t?” 

“Don’t understand?” I chuckle. “Listen, there’s only so many ways I can 
phrase it before I start to lose my patience. I’m sure you don’t want that to 
happen.” I slowly bring my drink to my lips to let him simmer and think 
about how much he values his own life. 

“Tt’s about time someone stood up to you Foxes—” 

I don’t let him finish. My hand flies across the table to snatch his wrist. In 
a matter of seconds, I have the fragile bones on the verge of snapping. I can 
feel the tendons straining, and his eyes bug out of his head. 

“And you think that person is you?” I laugh, applying more pressure, his 
teeth gnashing in pain. 


| Teed 


“No—I-I didn’t mean anything by it, swear!” He backpedals real quick, 
his face growing red. I take another bored sip while I keep his hand locked, 
and he pathetically spews apologies. Ridiculous. I didn’t even break it. 

Setting my drink down, I spy a familiar face walk in. He looks around and 
my chest burns with a protective flare. I turn back to Randy, who is 
breathing heavily through his nose, trying to manage the pain. 

I loosen my grip but don’t completely release him. “Well, now that we’re 
clear...” I trail off scanning the floor for the man I saw enter. 


“Yes, absolutely. Crystal clear,” he sputters. 


“Good.” I offer him a quick smile as I stand up. Right then, a goal is 
scored on the televised game and the packed pub erupts into cheers. I don’t 
give it much thought before tightening my grip and forcing his wrist until it 
snaps, letting the noise of the patrons cover the sound of his howl of agony. 

I don’t spare him another look as I slide out of the booth. “Get the fuck 
out of my sight,” I say distractedly, as I’m already making my way to the 
newcomer at the bar. 

He’s waving down Bree, the bartender, like she isn’t already slammed. 
Inconsiderate: strike one. I slide in next to him to listen to their exchange. 

“What can I get ya?” she asks, exacerbation seeping into her tone. 

“Is Stella around?” 

“No, sorry,” Bree answers without a hint of apology. Gotta love her. 

I reach my arms above my head in a lazy stretch. “Not responding to your 
texts, huh?” I let out a relaxed sigh as I lower my arms and tilt my head to 
assess him. I’m a few inches taller, definitely stronger. He has dark hair and 
fair skin like Finn. But without any of the Fox good looks of course. 

He shifts uncomfortably under my unnerving stare and light smirk. He 
doesn’t return my smile, instead asks flippantly, “Sorry, who are you?” 

“Lochlan Fox.” Some sort of recognition lights up in his eyes. 

He holds out his hand, trying to compensate for his prior dismissiveness. 
Backpedaling: strike two. “Yes, good to meet you, bro.” Bro. Fuck this 
dude. I flick my gaze down at his hand and then back up, ignoring his 
proffer. “I, uh, just wanted to apologize to Stella for canceling last minute. 
Will you let her know I stopped by?” 

“Hmm, probably not.” I shrug apathetically then twirl my finger in the air 


to signal Bree to bring me another drink. 


“Right, well...” He tries to leave but I grab his shoulder and rise, placing 
myself between him and the door he’s desperately eyeing. 

“You’re gonna delete her number and think real hard before you show 
your face around here again.” Bitterness laces my words. I can’t believe this 
loser stood up Stella. He doesn’t deserve to even breathe the same air as 
her, let alone know the sounds she makes or how her pussy feels when she 
comes. 

Not that he’d ever be able to find her clit. 

He puffs out his chest. “If she doesn’t want to see me, she can tell me that 
herself.” 

“I’m saving her the trouble.” My tone dares him to contradict me one 
more time. I glance at my watch. “You should be going now. Not only have 
you outstayed your welcome, but you don’t want to miss spin class with 
Macie.” 

His face falls. Even if Stella didn’t willingly give over his name, there’s 
no way I wasn’t going to find out who he is, and our friend here never 
misses a Thursday night class with his favorite spin instructor. 

Nervousness begins to flash in his eyes. “I didn’t mean any offense.” I can 
feel him frantically try to figure out how I know his workout schedule and 
what else I might know about him. 

My glare switches in an instant to a bright smile and I laugh boldly. “Ah, 
no worries, bro.” I clap him on the shoulder before I let him go and step 
aside. He warily starts walking away. 

“Help yourself to some complimentary matchboxes on your way out!” I 


shout after him with a laugh. 


I stay until closing; it’s almost three a.m. when I leave. Once in my truck, I 
roll down all the windows and peel out. There’s a knot of pent-up energy in 
my chest threatening to explode. ! The image of David and Stella together 
makes me punch my dashboard, but they aren’t even together. He stood her 
up. It must be my protective nature kicking into overdrive. No one fucks 
with family. 

But she’s not really family. If she were, I wouldn’t be beating my fist 
every day for five goddamn months to the memory of her like I’m stuck in a 
never-ending dream. 

I race through the empty city streets. The area surrounding the Den is 
mostly residential and desolate at this time of night. I press my foot harder 
on the gas as I speed toward the railroad tracks, knowing I can get a good 
lift if I hit the elevated part of the road fast enough. My fingers tighten 
around the steering wheel. Wind whips through my hair and in my ears until 
it drowns out the music. 

I spin the volume dial up to bump the music even louder. Nothing but 
speed and adrenaline course through me as the rail crossing lights start 
flashing red, bright and garish. Excitement spikes while I wonder if I can 
make it across before the arm is lowered. Even with the wind and music, I 
can still hear the blaring horn from the train as I barrel toward the tracks. 

I’m almost to the crossing gate when I hit something uneven on the road. I 


instantly hear and feel my right front tire blow. It throws me off kilter at 


nearly 100 mph. Before I can even think to react, my truck is spinning out 
of control. My bumper hits the tracks and the momentum sends my car 
rolling, flipping over itself. 

I’m jostled and shaken in my seat as the car rotates in the air, landing on 
its top in the middle of the tracks. Hot blood trickles my mouth and my 
head feels rocked from the airbag. My vision spins, but the bright train 
lights are clear and blinding, blaring through the smashed windshield, 
making my temples feel like they are splitting. I don’t think I lose 
consciousness, but the tracks now shake with the oncoming train and the 
horn sounds like it’s right on top of me. 

Between the flipping and the disorienting lights and sounds, I can’t tell 
how far away it is. I can barely tell which way is up as I wriggle in my 
locked seat belt. My heart pounds in my throat as I urgently take stock of 
my limbs, making sure I can feel everything. 

I tug harshly on the door handle, but I’m not surprised to find it stuck, the 
outside of my car probably looking like a crushed soda can. I use a knife 
from my pocket to cut the seat belt and pop the airbag. Adrenaline racing, I 
scramble across the center and passenger seat to try that door. I yell, 
frustrated when it doesn’t budge. The train is so close. I can hear the 
screeching sound of its brakes desperately being activated, metal grinding 
against metal. It won’t be enough to stop the throttling beast at this short of 
a distance. 

I kick my legs as hard as I can, trying to propel myself out of the driver’s 
seat. The jagged, remaining edges of the shattered windshield are like the 
jaws of a shark. It’s my only way out. There’s no doubt I will die if I don’t 


use it. 


I’ve looked death in the eye before, been shot, stabbed. But it’s never hit 
me quite like this. 

My mortality is dancing in front of me on the other side of the tracks, 
taunting me. This isn’t how I’m supposed to die. 

I push myself through the battered glass, and my heartbeat syncs with my 
harried breaths. My shoulder gets stuck, and I wrench my upper body, 
tearing my shirt and skin. My palms slice in a hundred different places as I 
climb across the glass-littered hood and I barely feel it. 

As I fight to escape with my life, I think about how pissed Cash will be if 
this is how I get myself killed. How stoic Finn will be until some poor 
fucker breathes on him wrong and he blows their brains out. And Roan? 
That dude’s heart has been broken so many fucking times, I can’t break it 
again. 

Sparks from the friction of the train’s brakes fly into the air like a flare 
gun. They erupt in my peripheral as I scramble across the hood. I manage to 
dive onto the road next to the tracks just before the barreling train collides 
with my truck. 

The ear-splitting sound of crunching metal rips through the air as I lie on 
my back on the pavement. My lungs fill fully with disbelief that I’m alive. 
The violent sounds continue, the train blazing past while its brakes still 
screech, fighting to slow down. 

Chaos surrounds me while calm strikes my soul. 

I laugh into the night at the sheer absurdity of it all. 


I knew this was no way for a Fox to go. 


After walking for twenty minutes, I feel a lot less like laughing. The pain 
that adrenaline masked at first is beginning to take root all over my body. 
What seemed like a crazy twist of fate was just me being an idiot and 
almost paying for it with my life. 

I find myself a few blocks away from Stella’s place. My feet wandered 
their way to her without me ever consciously deciding to. My mind drifts to 
a memory of Stella’s warm smiles and laugh from earlier in the night. It’s 
one of a million similar ones, but suddenly I’m stricken with such an 
overwhelming need to make more of them that it’s hard to breathe. 

I clutch my chest, gulping for air. When none comes, I run the rest of the 
way, taking the steps of her stoop two at a time. I ring the doorbell, 
somehow knowing that I won’t be able to breathe again until I see her face. 

As I wait, I am smacked with a realization stronger than the train hitting 
my truck. 

I didn’t survive the crash because I’m a lucky bastard. It’s because my 
time on this earth isn’t over. I can see the reason I was given a second 
chance so clear and pure. 

I inhale gratitude and exhale a promise: I won’t allow death to claim me 


until I can call Stella Mae Wright mine. 


Stella 

I’m about to get into bed when my doorbell rings. Confused as to who 
would be here at this hour, I cross to the window overlooking my stoop. I’d 
recognize that mop of blond hair anywhere. Throwing a sweater over my 
sheer sleeping cami, I hurry downstairs. 

I open the door. “Loch, what are—” 

“T just needed to see your face.” His blue eyes lift from my feet to my 
face. His eyes are bruised and swollen, cuts and burns on his face and arms. 

“What the hell happened to you?” 

“You should see the other guy.” He chuckles weakly, wiping a trickle of 
blood from his nose with the back of his hand. 

“Alright, get inside.” I step aside and hold the door open. I learned to stop 
asking questions years ago, when he first showed up bloody on my doorstep 
in the middle of the night. 

Sometimes, he comes with pizza and a six-pack, insisting he just wants to 
hang out, but I can tell there’s something more. Gunpowder might be 
clinging to his clothes and his hands shake, or he smiles but it doesn’t reach 
his eyes, distant and morose. 

Other times, he would be drunk and tired and just want a place to crash 
without having to deal with Cash when he still lived with him. 

“Let me look at you.” I pull out a stool from the kitchen counter and usher 


him to sit. He doesn’t wince when I tilt his chin side to side to assess his 


injuries. There are shards of glass in the sticky, drying blood on his cheek 
and temples. I pick up his hands at the wrists, turning them over to look at 
his palms. 

I wince seeing the cut-up skin embedded with more glass. “Did you get 
thrown through a window?” 

“T guess you could say that.” He shrugs. I set his hands in his lap then go 
to grab my first-aid kit and a bowl of warm water. 

It doesn’t happen often, but it happens enough that I have a routine when 
it comes to cleaning up the boys. Gather my supplies. Don’t ask questions. 
But be ready to listen if they decide to share. 

I return and notice the slump of his broad shoulders and bounce of his 
knee as he waits for me. He’s a man now, but it’s so hard not to see the 
reckless yet scared boy I once knew. 

After losing both his parents so young, he was raised by a pack of wolves 
—no, foxes. He was thrown into the life at nine years old. He didn’t get a 
childhood, but at the same time, he never had to grow up. He’s lived in this 
perpetual state of the wild, youngest brother. 

I take his hand and begin to pick out the glass with tweezers. It’s tedious, 
but he makes it easy, never flinching or asking for a break. Once everything 
is out, I clean his bloody palms, my bowl of water turning red as I rinse the 
towel. 

I work in silence until I start to wrap his palms in bandages, and he says 
softly, “I love you, Stella.” There’s a sorrowful note to his tone, and it hurts 
a little to hear him say those words. 

I look up to meet his eyes. “I love you too, Loch.” Through the swelling 
and bruises, there’s a bright spark in his heavy eyes. But it quickly 


disappears when I add, “I love all you boys. You’re family.” 


“Yeah. Family.” He sighs as he returns his gaze to his hands in my lap. 

Once I’ve got him all taken care of, I grab a glass of water and a few 
Advil, sliding them across the counter to him. “I’m going to bed. Help 
yourself to anything else you need, ‘kay?” 

“Thanks, réalta.” I smile at the Irish nickname. Star. The boys all use it 
occasionally, but Lochlan uses it the most. “I got some stuff to take care 
of.” He waves his phone, and I know that means there are calls to be made 
and police to pay off, tying up any loose ends to whatever happened 
tonight. 

I begin to walk away before remembering. “Crap, the guest room sheets 
are still in the wash—” 

“T’ll take the couch, no worries.” His lips twitch in a halfhearted smile. 

“No, no, you can sleep with me. Just come up whenever you’re done.” It 
feels perfectly natural to invite Lochlan to my bed. He’s fallen asleep while 
watching movies before and I let him stay. Like I said, we’re family. And 
that’s all. 

He nods and I head to bed. 

I don’t know how much later it is when I’m woken by the shifting 
mattress. He slides under the covers wordlessly, probably in a pair of 
sweatpants and T-shirt he leaves here for nights like this. 

I’m on my side facing away from him. I don’t give away that I’m awake, 
listening to him settle on his back and sigh. I close my eyes and begin to 
drift off again when he rolls toward me, lightly cradling my body against 


the curve of his. 


1. Play “One Life” by Dermot Kennedy until end of the chapter 
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Chapter 4 


Chicken 


Stella 

hoever said crime doesn’t pay clearly never met the Foxes. ! 
\W The rooftop pool off the penthouse would be extravagant enough, 
even without the brothers betting tens of thousands of dollars like they’re 
damn pennies on games of chicken. 

Reggie’s eyes narrow in on me from her perch on top of her husband, 
Roan, who also happens to be the tallest Fox brother. His shoulders rise out 
of the pool like boulders. 

“Ready to kick their asses?” Lochlan asks me with a playful smirk as I 
make sure my locs are secure in their bun. Roan cocks a snide grin, and I 


growl, “Yes.” Before shoving Lochlan’s head below water between my legs. 


I climb onto his shoulders, and he wraps his arms around my legs before 
standing, raising me out of the pool. Reggie and I are eye to eye now, with 
me making up the couple of inches Roan has over Lochlan. 

I squeeze my thighs around his head, knitting one of my hands into his 
long, wet hair. I teeter, accidentally pulling on it harder, and he muffles a 
groan. It’s a rough, intimate sound that zips through my chest and settles in 
my stomach. 

“1’m not complaining.” He chuckles. “But when I imagine my head back 
between your legs, this is not what I pictured.” 

“Yeah, well, beggars can’t be choosers,” I snark, my heart thumping, 
hoping no one heard him say back between my legs. No one knows about 
us in Phantom’s office, and I want it to stay that way. It’s not that I’m 
embarrassed, but it’s never going to happen again so what’s the point of 
anyone knowing? 

I was used to the playful back and forth that comes with a flirt like 
Lochlan even before my birthday. He makes those kinds of comments to 
anything with legs. But lately, they seem to hit differently, his tone more 
serious even when joking, his gaze lingering longer. 

Reggie makes her first move. Her hands shoot out and tug on my 
shoulders. I wobble on Lochlan but steady myself by wrapping my hands 
around her forearms. Her grip is tight, but my limbs are longer. She’s 
already overextending herself by trying to push me over, so I pull her 
forward while shoving Roan farther away with a foot to his face. 

“Foul!” he shouts as my heel digs into his cheek. Ignoring him, I cheer 
victoriously as Reggie topples into the water with a splash, followed by a 


slew of profanities in Spanish. Harlow and Effie cheer from their pool 


loungers, and Finn holds out his palm to Roman with a smug look. “Pay 


bb) 


up. 

Lochlan stands up straight, lifting me several feet above the water, and 
spins around with his hands in the air. “Victory!” My cheeks strain from 
laughing. I smile as he lowers me again, floating off into the water. 

His hands find my hips and he spins me toward him. “That was dirty, 
réalta,” he says on the end of a husky laugh. 

My stomach drops in a messy knot. “What?” 

“A foot to the face? That’s brutal.” He tugs me infinitesimally closer. It’s 
so subtle, I wonder if it was even on purpose or if it was just the water 
moving us closer together. 

“T guess I’ve learned a thing or two from your family about that.” I laugh. 
Instead of joining in with the jokes like he usually would, his only response 
is a slow but confident lift of his chin. 

He’s been carrying himself with a new purposefulness the last few weeks. 
He’s usually a whirlwind of beautiful chaos. But now, there’s delicateness 
in the way his hand slowly slides down my hip to trace the bottom of my 
swimsuit. His eyes bounce from my eyes to my lips. 

“Stella, Lochlan!” We both turn toward Cash, hollering for us under the 
cabana. 

He waves us over, and Lochlan looks at me and shrugs. “Duty calls.” 

He walks up the pool steps, water cascading down his toned back and 
arms. Even though I know there’s no possible way they could be there, I 
still look for the crescent indents from my nails. 

On the pool deck, he shakes his head like a wet dog then runs his fingers 
through his hair to push the long golden strands out of his face. I flinch 


when his blue eyes slide to mine. I expect to be called out for ogling him 
and a retort is on the tip of my tongue, but all he says is, “You coming?” 

“Yeah.” I glide through the water and climb out, following him to where 
Cash is seated at a table in the shade. 

Niamh is sitting on the table, her swimsuit decorated with cute little 
lemons, and he is aggressively slathering her fair skin in globs of sunscreen. 
“Who are you and what happened to Cash Fox?” I tease as he secures the 
Velcro of a floppy hat under her chin. 

“Skin cancer isn’t a joke, Stella.” He cuts me a glare then slides miniature 
heart-shaped sunglasses onto his daughter. 

“Okay, boss.” I laugh but still adore this dad-version of Cash. “What did 
you want?” 

“We’re ready to close on Summerland. I have a visit planned to get a final 
lay of the land. I want you to go.” He gives me a pointed look. “As the new 
manager and co-owner .. . if you want it.” 

“Are you serious?” I gape. Summerland is an exclusive, private island 
resort eight hours south of June Harbor that Cash has been trying to 
purchase for the past two years. 

“Tt’s about time you moved on from the Den, and as family, I want you to 
have a stake in our empire. You more than deserve it.” 

“Holy shit, Cash—” 

“T’ll take that as a yes.” He smirks and turns to Lochlan. “I’m gonna need 
you to help out while we’re gone. Give Harlow an extra hand with my”—he 
says, while swooping up Niamh, who’s trying to crawl off the edge of the 
table—“responsibilities here.” 

Lochlan glances at me, and I notice his jaw tick before he answers Cash. 


“Course.” 


“Good. We’ll talk details later. For now, enjoy the rest of the day.” He 
nods. 

Lochlan reaches for Niamh. “Who wants to go in the pool with their 
favorite uncle?” Cash rolls his eyes but hands her over. 

Lochlan immediately starts running toward the pool, and Cash throws 
inflatable wings at him. “Hey, don’t forget these—” 

He’s cut off by Lochlan leaping into the shallow end with a big splash. 
Niamh giggles as water sprays around her and her sunglasses slide down 
her nose, but her head never drops below the water. 

“T’m gonna hang him up by his fucking balls,’ Cash bites out through 
clenched teeth and storms after them, angrily snatching up the wings from 
the ground. 

To my right, Alfie settles into a lounge chair, his hands behind his head. 
He only has a second of peace, his classic, big, silly smile on his face, 
before Roman yanks him up by his collar. 

“Hey!” Alfie protests even though Roman easily plucks him up like he’s 
nothing more than a paper doll. 

“We’re working,” he grumbles with a scowl. Roman is Cash’s second and 
Alfie is part of Harlow’s security detail, so they’re always together. The 
dynamic duo. I laugh to myself. 

Then, Roman strips off his shirt and throws it at his partner before running 
and cannonballing into the pool with a huge wave. A slighted and now 
drenched Alfie begrudgingly crosses his arms. 

I look around at this crazy mix of people and feel nothing but pride. I 
have the family I was born into. I carry their name, love them with 


everything in me. 


And then I have the Foxes. We don’t share blood, but we’re family 
nonetheless. Somehow, these wild and dangerous men have crawled into 


my heart all the same. 


Lochlan 


As I wait for Stella, I take a slow drag and exhale smoke into the 
nighttime city air, trying to remember a time I didn’t love her. How did it 
take me so long? Why did I have to nearly die to realize she’s someone I 
can’t live without? 

The door to Cash’s apartment building opens next to me. Stella walks out 
in a hot pink crochet dress thrown over her bikini and my breath is snatched 
from my lungs. 

“Alright, ready.” She smiles at me. I bring the cigarette to my lips just to 
have something to do with my hands so I don’t reach out and brush the 
dimples that appear on her cheeks. 

I put it out before I drape my arm over her shoulders. She leans into me 
and my stomach plummets from knowing she means it in no other than a 
friendly way. 

“So, did you know?” she asks, referring to the news about Summerland 
earlier in the day. 

“T was just as surprised as you but can’t say it isn’t one of the smarter 
decisions Cash has ever made.” I give her shoulder a squeeze, and she lays 


her head against me. 


We walk side by side, her body fitting perfectly next to mine, her long 
legs in stride with my own. We joke about what Cash is like as a father. I 
scoff. “And I thought he was unhinged before.” 

“Just wait until she’s old enough to start dating,” she adds dramatically. 
Then her head pops back up and an accusatory smirk lights up her face. 
“Oh, I heard Veronica stopped by earlier on her day off looking for you.” 

“Who?” I ask in mock ignorance. There’s something about Stella bringing 
up another girl that makes my stomach roll with guilt in a way it never used 
to. 

“You’re terrible.” She laughs, jabbing me in the ribs with her elbow. 

Music drifts out of the open front windows of a café taking advantage of 
the mild summer night, their bistro tables pouring onto the sidewalk. A pair 
of R&B singers croon sweet, velvety melodies, the man strumming 
leisurely on an acoustic guitar.* At this hour, there are only a few diners 
left, the last lingering guests slowly finishing a bottle of wine as the candle 
on their table burns its last leg. 

Leaning into the ambiance, I drop my arm from Stella’s shoulders and 
wrap it around her waist, pulling her into my front as I sweep up her hand in 
mine. We sway, dancing slowly. I tilt my face closer to hers and say softly, 
“Well, did you at least let her down gently?” 

“And say what? That her seven-day trial period has ended?” she teases, 
moving in rhythm with me. 

“No. That I am madly, unbearably and relentlessly in love with the 
manager.” 

Fairy lights hang among wisteria vines that drape around the windows. 


They reflect like sparkles off her beautiful skin as she throws her head back 


on a laugh. “Uh-huh, sure. And the hostess, bartender, and three other 
waitresses.” 

I spin her under my arm, and my throat knots as I pull her back and our 
noses nearly brush. I feel her stomach suck in against mine on a silent gasp. 
My tongue burns with the desire to tell her how brutally honest my words 
are. How I didn’t mean them with any hint of a joke. But as she clasps my 
hand tighter and continues to dance with me on the sidewalk, I’m too much 
of a coward to ruin the moment. 

I’m beginning to realize the real reason it feels like I have a new girl 
every week is because none of them can live up to her. It’s impossible to 
give anyone a fair chance when she’s the only one on my mind. 

So I let her laugh off my confession. I let her think I’m nothing more than 
a flirt, nothing more serious than a good time. 

If that’s the only way I can have her, then I’ ll take it. 

For now. 

The singers hum the final line and I pull her closer, content with having 
said my piece even if she doesn’t realize it. She rests her cheek on my 
shoulder and my hand splays out on the small of her back. Her weight in 
my arms feels just as magical as the stars breaking through the clouds and 
city lights. 

The duo finishes and is rewarded with soft clapping and cheers from the 
bistro guests. The applause is our cue that the moment has passed, and we 
go right back to walking and chatting the rest of the way to her brownstone 
like it’s just any other night. 

When we reach her block, the peace from the bistro is gone. My limbs 
and chest buzz. I have the urge to scream into the night, crash my lips 


against hers, drive like the devil, or get into a bloody fight. It’s like my 


body is fighting to lash out. The feelings I’ve been repressing around her 
want to burst through my skin. 

She pauses by the curb in front of her steps and turns to me. I ball my 
hands into painful fists as she pecks my cheek with a light kiss. “Thanks for 
walking me home.” 

“Same time tomorrow?” I holler after her as she climbs her front steps. 

“Good night, Lochlan.” She chuckles and waves behind her without 


turning around. 


The next morning, I’m in the elevator to Cash’s penthouse with a tray of 
coffee cups. My knee bounces as I lean against the handrail impatiently, 
watching the floor numbers slowly tick by. 

Jesus, is this thing taking longer than usual? 

At last, it pings on the top floor and I’m out of the damn thing as soon as 
the doors open enough for me to slip through. 

“Hey, Baby Fox.” Alfie’s smile widens when he spots the tray of drinks in 
my hands. He looks like a gangster straight off the streets of Dublin with his 
tight polo shirt and strawberry blond hair. 

“Shut up or you won’t get your pumpkin spice cold brew—did you know 
June Bug is the only place that carries pumpkin spice flavor all year?” 

“And I pay handsomely for that privilege,” he says seriously, and I laugh. 
Does he really bribe the coffee shop across the street to stock his favorite 


flavor? He takes the iced drink from my hand then freezes. “Is it—” 


“Yes, it’s almond milk, and no, I don’t want to hear again what happens if 
you have dairy.” I know him well enough to cut him off before he really 
gets going and ruins my appetite for the rest of the day. 

He’s even more chipper now and steps aside from the door to Cash’s 
apartment. “After you.” 

I let myself in and immediately, a little blonde head comes crashing into 
my ankles. I swing my niece off the floor, tossing her in the air. “You’re like 
Usain Bolt on all fours.” 

“Yeah, and Dora the Explorer when it comes to crawling into every 
cabinet in the house.” Harlow laughs. “Did you hear that she got into the 
bathroom cabinets the other day and unrolled twenty rolls of toilet paper?” 

“T can’t wait to see what trouble we’ll get into once you’re walking.” I 
swing her in my arms. She bubbles with little giggles and a big smile, then 
the very next second, she’s wriggling like a worm and wailing. 

“Loch, what are you doing here?” Cash comes shuffling down the 
hallway, dragging his hands down his face. Harlow gives me a matching 
tired look and holds out her hands, offering to take the baby from me. 

“It’s okay. I got her.” I hold her little body tight to my chest, tucking her 
head onto my shoulder while Cash grabs one of the coffees I brought from 
the kitchen counter. 

She keeps crying into my neck, and Harlow explains with an apologetic 
grimace, “She’s just tired. It’s about time for her morning nap.” 

“Aw, but we were just starting to have fun.” I attempt to calm her by 
bouncing slightly rather than hand her to Harlow to put her down. I 
shouldn’t be using my baby niece like this, but she’s a Fox and will need to 
learn sooner or later that sometimes you gotta play dirty to get what you 


want. 


Cash hands me a bottle of milk from the fridge. “So, what’s up?” 

I cradle her in one arm and try to feed her with the other. She suckles for a 
moment or two but then sputters around the rubber nipple and wails. “Send 
me to Summerland,” I say, finally relenting, passing over a very grumpy 
Niamh to Harlow. She soothingly coos to her as she carries her away. 

“No way, this is a huge project.” He runs his hands through his hair and 
settles onto the couch. I follow and sit in the armchair across from him. 

“I’m ready to take on more responsibility. I’m good at more than just 
pulling fingernails and breaking kneecaps.” 

He leans back. “I need you here.” 

“T think you’re needed here more.” Right on cue, one of Niamh’s tired 
cries carries down the hall. It wasn’t a coincidence that I arrived at naptime 
when she’d be tired and fussy. Or that I let her get extra worked up before I 
finally handed her off. 

Cash sighs and props his head on his hand, rubbing his temple. “Stella 
will be there too,” I remind him as I watch him process the idea. “There’s 
only so much she’d let me fuck up before tossing me to the sharks.” 

He huffs a laugh in agreement. “Yeah, there’s a good chance you’|l come 
back castrated.” 

“So, what do you say?” I try to keep the desperateness out of my voice, 
forcing myself to mirror his relaxed recline. 

His eyes narrow slightly, and I’m worried he’s already picked up on my 
ulterior motives, but he sits forward and claps his hands on his thighs. “Be 
at the tarmac Thursday morning at five.” 

I spring out of my seat then shake his outstretched hand. He stands and we 


pull the handshake into a hug. “Thanks, man. You won’t regret it.” I clap 


him on the shoulder and try to tamper my wild smile fighting to break 
through. 

We step apart, and I want to punch the air like I’m Judd Nelson in The 
Breakfast Club, my hand even curling into a fist at my side. I pull it 
together and give him a final nod before heading to the door. 

“And Lochlan,” he says behind me as my hand reaches for the knob. I 
look over my shoulder. “Next time you use my daughter in an attempt to 
manipulate me, I’ll castrate you myself.” 


I smirk and raise my hand to my forehead in salute. “You got it, boss.” 


1. Play “Sunroof” by Nicky Youre, dazy 
2. Play “Best Part (feat. H.E.R.)” by Daniel Caesar, H.E.R. 
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Chapter 5 


Summerland 


Stella 


he early morning fog creeps off June Harbor Bay’s gray waters and 
T onto the tarmac. The whirring of the Foxes’ private jet engine turning 
on makes a flock of seagulls scatter into the sky. I tug my hood tighter 
against the abrasive sound so early in the morning. 

I hear the clack of shoes on the pavement and the sound of dragging 
wheels. I turn around to see a frazzled flight attendant rushing toward me. 
Her kitten heels and tight pencil skirt make her run like a penguin. Once she 
reaches me, she brushes back the wispy bits of platinum hair that escaped 
her neatly pinned bun and exhales in a puff. “Oh my goodness, I am so 


sorry I’m late—I swear I woke up early too.” 


“You’re not late,” I assure her. “I’m early.” She looks down at her watch 
and laughs when she sees the time. It sounds like a twinkle of bells, and not 
in a good way. I’m not much of a morning person. I’m sure it won’t be half 
as grating in a few hours. 

I’m not surprised I beat Cash here. Ill never be on time for parties, 
dinners, or social gatherings of any kind, but when it comes to work, I can’t 
stand tardiness. 

“1’m Meredith, your stewardess, as I’m sure you can tell.” She giggles 
again, waving a hand over her crisp white blouse and ruby, silk scarf 
knotted at her neck. 

“Stella.” I shake her proffered hand as the stairs yawn open. 

Once the stairs are unfurled, she waves me ahead. “After you.” 

I board and pick a single seat by a window. The jet smells like fresh 
jasmine and clean leather. I’m just pulling my hood down my face and 
closing my eyes right when Meredith’s perky voice sings, “Good morning, 
Mr. Fox.” ! 

“Tt certainly is,” a suggestive drawl replies, and surprise makes me draw 
in a sharp breath. 

I wrench around in my seat and meet crystal blue eyes and a mouth turned 
up in a smirk. “And good morning to you too, Stella Mae.” 

“What are you doing here, Lochlan?” I can’t explain my rush of nerves 
his arrival creates. Is he coming with us? 

He pushes his long, sleep-mussed hair back. “Cash didn’t tell you?” 

“Tell me what?” 

“l’m stepping in for him.” He loads his suitcase into the overhead 
compartment then flops down across from me on a long leather seat like a 


couch. “He has enough on his plate without disappearing to an island for 


two weeks, but me?” His eyes flick down at my body then back up. 
“There’s no place I’d rather be.” 

“You make it sound like we’re going on some remote vacation. This is a 
business trip.” I look at him pointedly, knowing how rarely he takes 
anything seriously. 

“Don’t stress, I know how important this is to you,” he says, leaning back 
and folding his arms behind his head. I sober, realizing that despite his 
casual tone, that wasn’t some quip. His eyes deepen as he offers me a soft 


smile. “It’s important to me too.” 


“Champagne?” Meredith asks me as soon as we reach cruising altitude. 

“Tt’s six a.m.” I’m still in my sweats and oversized hoodie, a silk scarf 
wrapped around my edges. 

She tucks the bottle of Champagne under her arm and smiles. “Coffee 
then?” 

“Please. Thank you.” 

She nods and crosses the aisle to where Lochlan is stretched out. “Coffee 
for you too, sir?” 

“T’ll be having some of that Champagne. Thanks, Meredith.” He holds out 
a glass flute that he pulled out of God knows where and she fills it to the 
brim, fizzing carbonation jumping at the top. She heads back to the galley, 
and he lifts the glass in my direction. “You better get used to traveling as a 


” 


Fox. 


“T’m not a Fox,” I volley back. 

His lip twitches, like I fell into his trap. “Not yet.” 

He downs the sparkling wine in one long sip then looks at me smugly, as 
if he only got it to prove a point. “I’m gonna take a shower, but if you 
change your mind about sunrise bubbles, I’m sure Meredith would be more 
than happy to help you out.” He stands with a wink and disappears into the 
bathroom. 

Meredith returns with a hot mug of fresh coffee. I tuck my knees to my 
chest under the provided cashmere blanket and look out the window at the 
changing sky. Brilliant rays of deep orange slice through the clouds, and 
I’m reminded of how extraordinary my circumstances really are. 

To the rest of the world, the Foxes are either powerful entrepreneurs or 
dangerous criminals. But I see everything in between. I see them in their 
simplest human forms. I’ve taught Finn how to dance when he wanted to 
impress his wife. I’ve sat in bed with Cash, sick with the same stomach bug, 
watching reruns of The Office. I’ve bickered with Roan over music in the 
Car. 

It’s easy to forget they are no ordinary family. I’m well aware of their 
nefarious dealings, but I’ve always stayed strictly on the legal side of 
things. They know that’s important to me and to never push. Summerland 
will be no different. 

I can hear the running water over the jet’s engine. The image of Lochlan 
climbing out of the pool slides into my mind unbidden. How his wet body 
looked, rivulets sliding down his patchwork tattoos and muscled arms. My 
stomach pinches with a spark of heat. I know how those muscles feel. How 
they taste. Even five months later, it lingers on the back of my tongue, 


always pushing me for another. 


Behind me, Meredith idly walks about the cabin, folding Lochlan’s 
blanket and collecting the empty flute. She must say something, but I don’t 
catch it, her words soft and muttering, almost like a moan. 

“Sorry, what was that?” I ask and she spins as if surprised. 

“Oh, I didn’t say anything.” She smiles politely and then shuffles away. 

My eyes dart toward the bathroom, that small spark in my stomach 
lighting up again. Almost immediately, the water shuts off. I’m still staring 
at the door, my heartbeat steadily deepening, when it opens and Lochlan 
nonchalantly walks out. His towel is slung—low—on his hips, and he 
doesn’t notice me as he runs a smaller towel over his wet hair. 

My throat bobs on a thick swallow as my eyes lock on the defined V- 
shaped muscles disappearing under the towel, the smallest bit of his absurd 
tattoo poking out. I quickly jerk my head back toward the window, the 
clouds now a glowing pink. Lochlan acts like I’m not even here. With his 
back to me, he pulls down his suitcase and, to my shock, drops his towel. 

I find myself stealing discreet glances while bringing my lukewarm coffee 
to my mouth. The mug sits on my lips without me taking a sip as my eyes 
roam down his back to his toned ass. 

Without an ounce of modesty, he slowly dresses, shoulders rolled back 
and standing tall, like he has nothing to hide. I watch him shrug on his final 
item, a tight white tee. When he finally turns around, his eyes are on the 
floor. He slowly drags them to meet mine, still fixed on him. When our 
gazes lock, I’m struck by the wicked heat that darkens them. 

I instantly know that no matter how much he acted like I wasn’t here, he 
never forgot I was. 

I mimic his earlier nonchalance. “You look good naked. We get it. You 


don’t need to put on a show.” 


He bites back a proud smirk. “Calling me hot, réalta?” 

I laugh dryly. “I was merely stating an objective fact.” 

Smugness plays his smile as Meredith comes to offer him a fresh glass of 
Champagne. “What do you think, Mer,” he asks her but doesn’t break eye 
contact with me. “Do you find me objectively hot?” She only giggles in 
response. 

“Oh my god.” I scoff with an eye roll and swivel back to look out the 


window. 


Lochlan 


The small port town of Ashaway reminds me of the historic districts of 
Savannah, old and just slightly too muggy to be considered comfortable. 
Which makes me especially appreciative of this coffee shop’s AC while we 
kill time before our ferry. 

“Here, take this,” Stella says, holding out a small white pill in the palm of 
her hand as she pops a similar one into her mouth, washing it down with her 
latte. 

I take it, swallowing it dry. “What is it?” 

“Are you asking me that after you’ve taken it?” She laughs, and I can’t 
help but lean forward, drawn toward her brightness. 

“Well...” I rest my elbows on the table, my chin on my fists. “Are you 


trying to kill me, Stella Mae?” 


“Guess you’ll find out in twenty minutes.” She lifts the wide latte cup 
with both hands and smirks over the rim, the crinkles at the corners of her 
warm brown eyes making my heart pound. Everything she does mesmerizes 
me. 

Her cup tinks as she sets it back in the saucer. “It’s Dramamine. For the 
ferry.” 

“Ah.” I wave her off. “I would have been fine.” 

“You get sick driving down the block, Loch. You most certainly would not 
have been ‘fine.’” She rolls her eyes. 

By the time we’ve finished our coffee, it’s time to meet at the marina. An 
ostentatious, elegant yacht waits in the water. Two men in cream-colored 
linen suits stand on the dock in front of it. The shorter of the two wears a 
fedora, and I half expect the other to pull out a Cuban cigar. They look 
straight out of a retirement community in south Florida, their white skin 
now an unnatural, leathery tan. 

“Are they twins?” I ask under my breath to Stella as we walk down the 
dock. 

“No, Jeffery—in the fedora—is older by a few years,” she whispers back 
while keeping a friendly smile on her face as we approach. She’d been 
brushing up and researching all about Summerland and the Mauldins before 
we left. I’d expect nothing less. 

“Mr. Fox and Miss Wright, welcome,” Jeffery says jubilantly, holding out 
his hand. Stella shakes it and my teeth grind when he clasps her palm 
tightly with both hands. “Cash didn’t mention how drop-dead gorgeous you 
are.” 

Her lips purse slightly and she tugs her hand away with a terse smile. “I’m 


not surprised. It has nothing to do with my job.” 


I snort a laugh at his indignant expression and her refusal to tolerate his 
casual misogyny disguised as a compliment. He shoots me an offended 
glare, and I shrug back with a loose smile. 

I can see him reel himself back in, hardness settling in his gaze before he 
barks a fake laugh. “Right, well, anchors up!” He waves toward the ship 
and guides us aboard. 

The deck is made of fine Burmese teak and is full of modern benches and 
booths. We settle into a covered seating area. 

Jeffery leans back and crosses his legs at the knee while Clark signals a 
steward. The young, clean-shaven man nods in acknowledgment and 
disappears into the cabin, returning with two silver trays. 

“May I please invite you to sample our Osetra caviar selection?” 

“Thank you.” Stella plucks a bite from one tray and a wine glass from the 
other. I watch the smooth column of her neck tip back as she takes a sip. 
Her skin looks like velvet with the sun shining down on the deck. Her head 
swivels my direction, and I meet her gaze with a rapid beat of my heart. 

She lifts a brow in question. My eyes drop to her lips as she speaks. 
“Lochlan?” 

“Hmm?” 

“Clark asked if you wanted to know the history behind Summerland?” 
Her tone tells me I was too busy staring at her to hear his question. 

I take the opportunity to show that while I may not have been paying 
attention just now, I haven’t been slacking. “It began as Southern Coast 
Island Resort, a camp-style resort for the rich and famous. The location 
provided ultimate privacy and it became a favorite vacation destination for 


international tycoons, former presidents, and Hollywood’s elite.” 


A smile curls on Stella’s lips and the men nod approvingly. I continue, 
“Seventeen years ago, you two bought the property, opened Libidine, and 
Summerland was born.” I swirl my glass of wine, raising it to my nose 
before taking a casual sip. 

“Correct,” Jeffery says. “It’s named after a pagan concept of paradise, a 
place of happiness, ecstasy, and sensual pleasure.” My skin crawls as his 
eyes rove Stella’s body on those last two words. I have to remind myself 
that throwing him overboard wouldn’t be a good start to our business 
relationship. 

“To believers, Summerland is where souls go between reincarnations. A 
place of rest and renewal,” Clark adds quickly, like he’s trying to move the 
conversation forward, sensing my restraint growing taut. 

“How fitting.” Stella does a good job of sounding intrigued, as if she 
didn’t know this all ahead of time. 

The rest of the thirty-minute ride passes with droning small talk. The 
Mauldins share some of their favorite stories from Summerland, Stella 
giving me a particularly interested look when they mention karaoke. 

The island greets us with white-sand beaches, palm trees, and big 
flowering bushes. The water under the dock as we disembark is azure, the 
ripples of sand on the ocean floor below visible, like looking at sand dunes 
in a snow globe. 

“T can carry my own stuff, Lochlan.” Stella chases after me carrying both 
our luggage. She catches up to me and tosses a loc out of her face over her 
shoulder. 

“I know you can.” I give her a playful smirk. “But you won’t as long as 
I’m breathing.” 


“What a gentleman,” she jokes and falls in stride with me. 


“Not in the least bit.” I shoot her a side look, not bothering to conceal the 
burning desire in my eyes, wondering if she can see the very ungentlemanly 
things I want to do to her. 

She flicks her chin at the Mauldin brothers walking in front of us. “We’re 
here on business,” she reminds me yet again. 


I wink. “Good thing I’m in the business of pleasure, baby.” 


1. Play “Closer” by Kings of Leon 
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Chapter 6 


Capricorns Never Lose 


Stella 


efore we spend the day touring the property, the Mauldins show us to 
B the villa where we will be staying. There are no cars on the island, so 
we wind through the boardwalks that sprawl the lush campus on golf carts. 
The boardwalks remind me of the ones in the bayous of Louisiana. 
Growing up, we’d visit family in New Orleans and drive out of the city to 
take long, exploring walks on the worn, weathered boards. In some places, 
the wood had completely deteriorated, and we’d have to hop from rock to 
log to cross the marshy ground. 
Here on Summerland, the boardwalks are much better maintained. They 


look like they came off a yacht deck, but they are surrounded by the same 


beautiful kaleidoscope of plant life. 

It’s a five-minute ride to the villa, which is a towering A-frame. Stepping 
inside, I can see the main room is open and airy, with a minimalistic 
tropical vibe. There’s no physical division between the kitchen to our 
immediate right and the main living area with modern lounge furniture. 
Which means that standing in the entryway, I can look across the entire 
floor plan and straight out the floor-to-ceiling windows to see the ocean. 

The brothers let us explore on our own. When we turn to walk through the 
kitchen and pass the large marble island, Lochlan says quietly, “This here is 
the kitchen. Won’t be using it much.” 

Continuing straight, we come across a luxurious bedroom. “Now this”— 
he nods to the king bed with a cocky smile—“we will be using.” 

“You will be using that. J will be using a separate bed in a different room 
—specifically whichever one has the best view and biggest shower.” 


He tongues his cheek and chuckles. “For now. ” 


We have dinner at one of the island’s restaurants, Ocean View. The light 
from the candle on the table makes Lochlan’s straight nose and high cheeks 
look even more defined.'! He shovels a bite of steak into his mouth, 
humming along to the music filling the intimate dining room, unaware of 
his cutting beauty. I greedily suck down my ice-cold mojito through a straw 


to quench the thirst making my throat dry. 


“And do we have room for dessert tonight?” the waiter asks while a 
busboy takes our plates and uses a crumb sweeper to scrape off the 
tablecloth. 

Lochlan shoots me a look so quick and shuttered, I almost miss it. 
“Always.” 

He happily takes the offered dessert menu. “Want to share the chocolate 
lava cake?” he asks, knowing I never go to bed without dessert. 

“No.” I turn to the waiter. “I would like my own.” 

“Good choice.” He laughs. “So, two lava cakes. Anything else?” 

“That’s it, thank you.” I hand back the menu, and he leaves with our 
order. 

“No meal’s complete without something sweet.” Lochlan leans forward 
and traces his molars with his tongue, a hungry glint in his eyes that makes 
my stomach rock. “Don’t you think, réalta?” 

“And two whiskies, neat,” I holler after the server, who acknowledges me 
with a curt nod. 

“Those both for you?” Lochlan chuckles hoarsely and settles back into his 
chair, tilting his head to the side curiously. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say 
you’re nervous.” And goddammit, he’s right. 

Why isn’t he making a crass joke or hitting on one of the passing servers? 
Why is he looking at me like he’s waiting for something I don’t know about 
to happen? Like he’s in on a secret I’m not privy to. 

I try to match his unaffected position, crossing my legs and arms. “Good 


thing you know better.” 


We could take a shorter route back to our villa after dinner, but Lochlan 


suggests we detour to the beach, taking the boardwalk that weaves through 


the tropical foliage. I think some more fresh air before being in an enclosed 
space with him is a good idea. Give me time to sober up and come to my 
senses. 

My head buzzes from the alcohol along with this foreign, suffocating 
energy cackling between us. 

I kick off my heels as we reach the sand and Lochlan immediately picks 
them up, carrying them for me along with his own shoes. It’s a small 
gesture but still makes my blood warm . . . or maybe that’s the extra glass of 
whiskey. 

The moon hangs heavy and brilliant in the sky, making the onyx ocean 
water look like chrome under its reflection. The cabanas that were filled 
during the day are lining the shore, their white and blue striped curtains 
now drawn closed. 

“Can you believe that moon?” I ask in a flustered attempt to distract 
myself before we have a repeat of my birthday. I’m not the kind of person 
to get flustered. I’ve always been the person who puts out metaphoric fires 
and stays calm when chaos breaks out. It’s as if I got on the plane with my 
head on straight and got off with none of my wits. And I don’t understand 
why. This is far from the first time Lochlan and I have been alone in the 
past five months, and yet the potential of what could happen these next two 
weeks makes my head rush and my nerves light. 

“T feel like I could reach out and touch it.” Maybe coming down to the 
beach at night wasn’t a great idea after this many drinks. I continue to 
ramble with no particular point. “I always find it hard to believe the moon 
affects the tide. I mean, a clump of rock thousands and thousands of miles 
away can control something as big and strong as the ocean? But when it 


looks like this, I’d believe it can control anything. You think I can get 


another order of that lava cake delivered to our villa? I could put down ten 
more of those—Loch?” 

When I realize he’s not beside me, I spin around. He reaches behind his 
head and tugs his shirt off with one hand. “What are you doing?” 

“Swimming.” 

I watch him unbuckle his belt. The clink of metal blends with the sounds 
of gently crashing waves. He meets my gaze, and I can’t deny the devious 
intention staring back. I swallow the lump in my throat telling me to run. Or 
to stay. I can’t tell. “Care to join?” 

“Why would I want to see your white, pasty ass?” 

“You didn’t seem to mind the eyeful this morning,” he teases. 

“Not like I had much choice. Plus, I took off my suit for dinner.” My dress 
whips around my calves as I spin in the sand, walking away fast. 

“T dare you.” His voice, firm yet playful, carries in the wind. 

I look over my shoulder with narrowed eyes. “You dare me? What are we, 
five?” 

He smirks, his tongue wetting his bottom lip. 

One hand wraps around the leather of his belt as I face him. He takes a 
step closer for every loop he pulls it through, until I can see the smolder in 
his eyes. He lets the belt fall to the sand with a soft clink of metal. 

“Your turn,” he taunts. 

“T’m not skinny dipping because you dared me.” 

“A Capricorn turning down a challenge?” His lip quirks in a knowing 
half-smile. The bastard. 

“So you have been listening.” I chuckle, thinking of all the times I’ve 
offhandedly blamed something on the stars or explained his chaotic 


behavior and being a social butterfly on his inner Gemini. 


His palms rub together as I reach under my skirt to shimmy out of my 
panties and hold them out. His eyes darken as I drop them like a starting 
flag. I reach behind for the halter ties and watch him swallow hard, jaw 
ticking. Excited nerves spark in my stomach, partly because of what I’m 
doing but partly because of his reaction. 

“Then you’ll know Capricorns don’t lose,” I state, swiftly tugging the ties 
loose. “Last one to the water is buying lava cake!” I laugh as I run toward 
the breaking waves, my dress left behind. I hear Lochlan curse and fumble, 
trying to get out of his jeans while I’m already halfway there. 

Thankful my hair is already in a bun on the top of my head, I run into the 
cold water with a small shriek. My body stings, the alcohol only able to 
protect so much against the frigid Atlantic. Lochlan crashes into the water, 
splashing as he continues to run while my arms are wrapped tightly around 
me, as much to warm myself as to cover my breasts, Lochlan dives 
headfirst below the inky water. 

Popping back up a few yards away from me, he pushes his hair back with 
both hands and whoops. “Damn, it’s cold.” 

I bounce up and down, losing feeling in my lower half. “Ya know, it’s not 
so bad once you start going numb.” 

He eyes the space between us, and a chill runs up my spine. He must 
notice the shudder because he frowns slightly. “You’re still shivering.” 

Before I can reply, he’s dashing to the shore. 

“Hey, what are you doing? This was your idea!” I shout. He ducks under 
the flaps of a cabana, only to reappear seconds later and disappear into 
another. He emerges triumphantly, raising two rolled towels above his head. 

I stifle a laugh at the absurd image of Lochlan championing beach towels 


on an empty beach at night with his entire package hanging free. I don’t 


know if he can hear my laugh at this distance, but he smiles nonetheless. As 
unpredictable as he can be, there is one thing that he never fails to do: make 
me laugh. 

He tucks one roll under his arm and wraps another around his waist. I 
don’t move from where I am. The tide, bobbing just above my pelvis, 
threatens to bare more than I’m willing to show each time it draws out. His 
toes hit the water, and he stretches out the extra towel like an invite. 

I inch forward, and my stomach drops. “Close your eyes.” He laughs but 
obliges. He conspicuously cracks one open. “And no peeking.” He smiles 
innocently but dutifully closes both. 

I hurry out and when he feels me tuck into the towel, he wraps it around 
my shoulders. His arms encircle me for the length of a heartbeat. I clutch 
the towel tightly closed and he lets go, the ghost of his breath by my ear. 

We start down the beach, scooping up our discarded clothes, our wet feet 
picking up sand. He slings his arm around my shoulders and sighs 
contentedly. “Let’s go home, Stella Mae.” 

And despite being hundreds of miles away from home, an errant thought 


appears that says, I’m already there. 


1. Play “DYWTYLM” by Sleep Token until end of the chapter 
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Chapter 7 


Floating Rocks and Balls of Fire 


Lochlan 


was lying to myself thinking I could go to sleep after seeing Stella’s 
I breathtaking body dripping in liquid moonlight. A lungful of tobacco 
washes away the taste of salt water on my tongue as I light up on our villa’s 
patio. Stella’s moon has climbed in the sky, cresting over my view of palm 
trees and the sprawling, manicured lawn. I exhale, the smoke curling away, 
and listen to the sound of the waves on the other side of the tree line. 
I wonder if Stella is restless and unable to sleep too. Is she lying in the 
dark of her room, replaying every second of the night like I am? Does her 
heart race in anticipation for the moming and spending another day 


together? 


I’m ripped from my tortured daydreaming by voices speaking roughly. I 
stub out my cigarette and disappear in the dark of the covered patio, 
listening closer. I’m unable to make out distinct words but the tone is clear. 
Like venomous snakes striking, they lash back and forth with low and angry 
voices. 

As they get closer, I recognize them as certain words become audible. The 
Mauldin brothers. 

“You’re being stupid and greedy, Jeffery,” Clark hisses as they round the 
bend of the path, coming into view. 

“You’re just bitter you didn’t come up with the idea,” his brother sneers. 

“That family is powerful, and because of you, we can’t afford any more 
trouble. They could ruin us.” I recognize the exasperation in Clark’s tone. 
I’ve heard it many times before in Cash before I learned to stop shooting 
first, asking questions second . . . for the most part. 

“We’ ll have what we need once this deal with the Foxes is done.” My ears 
perk up at the mention of my family. The two are now passing in front of 
me, and I stay as still as possible in the shadows. Jeffery speaks next in a 
hushed tone, as if just now realizing he’s within earshot of our villa. “And if 
it falls through, we have a backup.” 

Clark shakes his head in frustration, and Jeffery adds on with resentment, 
“No thanks necessary, brother. ” 

“This is the last time I’m pulling you out of a hole you dug, brother.” I 
can hear the tension and impatience like the crack of whip. Sounds like big 
brother has fucked up one too many times and is using our acquisition to 
clean up his mess. 

I wait silently until I’m sure they’re headed toward Libidine then pop 


back inside and swipe a pair of slacks and shirt out of my suitcase. My 


hand’s on the door to leave when I get an anxious prickle at the back of my 
neck. I run back through the living area and quietly crack open Stella’s 
door. 

She’s inside, making full use of the king-size bed she has all to herself, 
sprawled out and fast asleep. My hand hesitates on the knob. Maybe I 
should stay here... 

I shake my head and close the door, but not before stealing one last 
glance. 

I check all the locks on the doors to the outside once more then head out. 
We’re probably safer on this remote, private island than anywhere in June 
Harbor. 

Compared to the rest of the tropical resort, Libidine is the night to the day. 
Angels are left on the sun-soaked beach while in here, demons come out to 
play. 

Sex, lust, power. It all hangs in the air like a cloud of sin, filling your 
lungs and muddling your mind. The proof is all around me. One patron is 
passionately kissing a woman in a leather bodysuit while a man in a 
matching leather mask is on his knees, sucking the patron’s cock. A few 
stools down from me at the bar, a man has his hand up a woman’s skirt as 
she gasps into her drink, her eyes rolling back. There’s no room for 
inhibitions, only fantasies turned into reality. 

I use the mirror behind the bar to keep tabs on the brothers, lounging in a 
black leather booth, smoking cigars. Jeffery seems relaxed, shamelessly 
ogling every woman who passes their table, while Clark keeps a straight 
back and seems to scan the room as if on alert. When Jeffery whispers 
something to him, he settles into the deep seat and finally lets his shoulders 


loosen. 


It takes sipping half an old fashioned until something of note happens. A 
Slender blonde woman approaches the table with forced confidence. Her 
chin juts unnaturally high, and she tries to discreetly wipe her palms on her 
slick fuchsia dress. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life, it’s that real 
confidence can’t be faked. 

To my surprise, she walks right past them, not even sparing them a cold 
glance. I don’t know how she’s involved in this, but despite her blatant 
disregard, my gut tells me she must be at the center of it. 

The seat next to me at the bar is pulled out and a tall, stocky man sits, 
blocking my view of the woman. His face rings a bell, but it’s not until he 
speaks that I’m able to place him. 

His accent is thick, Eastern European, and gravelly, like he’s smoked a 
pack a day for decades. “Keep your eyes on your own woman, huh?” 

Ilya Jaksic, along with his brothers and cousins, run the Serbian mafia. 
Our organization doesn’t interact much with them, but we always make a 
point to keep tabs on the global power players—which he certainly is. That 
must make the blonde his new wife, Marcella. Word is she’s an oil heiress, 
less than half his age, and was basically sold off by her father for drilling 
rights in JakSi¢ territory. 

“I’m Aiden Fox’s son, Lochlan,” I hold out my hand. The Jaksi¢s are 
known for being ridiculously overprotective of their women, and I figured a 
change of topics as soon as possible would be the best route. He must be 
pushing sixty years old, but he still looks tough as nails and mean as hell. 
His nose is crooked, and his ears are like cauliflower from his youth as a 
pro fighter. 

Acknowledgment flashes in his eyes, and his harsh scowl partially 


softens. “Good man, your father.” He flags the bartender who immediately 


pours two vodka shots. Ilya pushes one to me and raises the other. “PoCcivaj 
u miru.” 

The liquor is smooth and cold, an icy burn as it slides down my throat. 
The man gives me a parting nod before standing and following his woman. 
I watch him leave, feeling even more uneasy about this potential situation 
than before. The JakSiés are brutal, volatile, and absolutely ruthless. 

If there is bad blood between them and the Mauldins, I need to find out 


before this whole island is painted red and it becomes our problem. 


Sweat drips down my back as I walk back from the gym the next morning. 
When I left Stella earlier, she was on the villa patio doing work. Though she 
said she only had one small thing to complete, I’m not surprised to find her 
two hours later on a call. I instantly recognize my brother’s voice on the 
other end. 

“Stella is out of the office,” I holler so he can hear me. 

She turns her phone around so we can see each other. “Well, someone has 
to return my calls if you won’t.” I can tell by the bags under his eyes and 
impatience in his tone that Niamh must still be going through sleep 
regression. Cash gave me an earful about it before we left, all but made a 
PowerPoint. 

I use the hem of my tee to wipe my brow. “We’ve been here for twenty- 


four hours, Cash. Don’t get your panties in a twist.” 


“My panties are perfectly fine—god, I need to sleep.” He groans at the 
words that just left his mouth. 

“Yeah, sounds like you should go.” I wave and pull off my sweaty shirt, 
heading to the bathroom. 

I hear them exchange words as I walk away, and then Cash says, “Stop 
eye fucking my brother, Stella.” 

I smile to myself, internally preening because when she denies it in an 
octave too high, I know for certain she was. 1 

I step into the shower while the water is still cold. The jolting temperature 
against my hot skin makes chills ripple down my arms. But it’s not enough 
of a shock to clear my head of the urge—the desperate fucking need—to 
turn Cash’s observation to the real thing again. My fists knot in my hair as I 
stand under the frigid water, my chest an inferno threatening to burn me to 
ashes. 

My thoughts ping back and forth between last night’s reconnaissance and 
the ever-present thoughts of Stella. 

I want more than just one searing night. I’m trying my damnedest to not 
push too fast. If I do, she’ll only dig in her heels. Stella never does anything 
without calculating the risk, reward, and analyzing all possible outcomes. 
It’s why Cash has been trying to get her to move up from the Den for years. 
Summerland wasn’t the first promotion he offered her. 

Maybe she’s just not that into me . . . The thought is caustic and bitter. 

I have to believe she’s fighting the same repressed feelings I am because 
the alternative hurts like a bitch. 

But if I’m right, I can’t throw myself at her before she’s ready to dive in 


headfirst too. If I do, all bets are off. She’!] put her foot down. I don’t mind 


her stepping on me but. . . fuck. My dick rises at the thought of her above 
me. 

A vivid picture takes shape in my mind: her digging the sharp heel of her 
shoe into my leg as I sit on the foot of a bed. Her foot drags up my thigh 
until she pushes me onto my back with a heel to my chest. 

She climbs onto the mattress while I lie back, hands behind my head. The 
water warms, and it’s all too easy to imagine it’s her body heat sliding on 
top of me, her silken skin making every nerve come alive. My head rolls 
back, and my hand wraps around my shaft—fuck. 

Once I start, I can’t stop. I work my dick, picturing her teasingly above 
me, slinking up and down my body, pressing her lips to my hot skin as her 
stomach just barely brushes over my hard cock. 

Fire burns in my abs, and my teeth grind. Even in my fantasy, I can’t wait. 
I sit up and flip her over, roughly slide my hand down her spine to pin her 
by the back of neck. My dick jerks as I imagine her ass high and round. For 
me. Eager. Willing. Mine. 

I could plunge inside her like this. I could take her pussy and pound into 
her until she screams. Instead, I worship her in my mind, kneeling behind 
her and digging my fingers into her full cheeks, spreading them and diving 
in to lick her from hole to hole. 

Heat zips from my balls to my tip as I groan at the imaginary taste of her. 
The sweetest fucking fruit. The most intoxicating drug. I want to consume 
her. Ravage her. 

“Fuck—” My orgasm swells in my balls, and I hold back, ignoring the 
water that is now scalding hot. I’ll take the pain. I’ll take anything to stay 


with this version of Stella a little longer. 


“Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me,” I demand to the empty 
room, my voice harsh and grizzly. 

But even in my imagination, she doesn’t respond. She doesn’t say what I 
want to hear because I need to hear it from her lips, not some sloppy shower 
fantasy. 

“Goddamn,” I growl as my cum spurts on the tiled floor. My body shakes 
with its physical release, but it doesn’t provide an ounce of relief. I angrily 
slam the faucet off. 

Still rattled, I get dressed for the pool and go to fetch Stella. I find her 
atop her bed, still hard at work. She looks up. “Going to the pool?” 

“Yes. With you,” I insist. 

“Hmm, maybe later.” She shrugs noncommittally and goes back to her 
task. 

I cross the room to the bed and fist the comforter tightly in my hands. 
“You have three seconds before I’m throwing you out of this bed.” 

“One more thing,” she protests, hammering at her laptop. 

“No, it’s time to relax for once and enjoy vacation.” I only push because I 
know how hard it is for her to unwind. 

She doubles down. “This isn’t a vacation. It’s a business trip.” 

“You haven’t had a day off since you were sixteen.” She rolls her eyes at 
my exaggeration—not by much—and returns to her computer. She doesn’t 
think I’m serious. 

In one big, swift movement, I fling the sheets, sending her tumbling and 
catching her laptop midair. “Jesus Christ, Lochlan!” 

“Listen, it’s basically a done deal. We’re just here to get the lay of the land 
and make sure everything is as they said it was.” The overheard 


conversation from last night nags in the back of my mind, but I don’t want 


Stella to worry about that now. “And the best way to do that is to enjoy this 
place to the fullest extent.” 

She scowls, unconvinced, so I add in with a wiggle of my eyebrows, “You 
can show me a spreadsheet for every hour we spend at the pool.” 

She offers a small, pleased smile and plucks a swimsuit from where it was 
drying. “They’re color-coordinated, you know.” 


I laugh. “I would expect nothing less.” 


I’ve stayed at some pretty amazing places when I’ve managed to get out of 
June Harbor, but this Summerland is next level. * The tropical landscaping 
is something straight from the gardens of Babylon, lush and overflowing 
with greenery and exotic flowers. In contrast to the dark exquisiteness of 
Libidine, the pools and beach bar scream endless summer, like sunshine and 
happiness are limitless resources here. 

Unlike the ocean, the pool water is the perfect temperature. Cooler than a 
bath, it’s refreshing under the island sun but not so cold it takes time to 
adjust. I glide over to the swim-up bar where Stella is talking to a raven- 
haired woman. I join them, sitting on the other side of the woman. The 
stool, like the bar, is tiled in an iridescent blue that reminds me of an 
abalone shell. 

“Loch, this is Juliette,’ Stella introduces us. “She’s going to be 


performing tonight at the club.” 


I look at her, impressed, and she laughs bashfully. “It’s not so much a 
performance asa...” She quirks her mouth as if looking for the right word. 
“A display.” 

“The dais.” I nod knowingly, giving her a conspiratorial grin. 

The bartender comes over. “Can I get you something to drink, sir?” 

I eye the colorful drinks decorated with flowers and garnishes in front of 
the women. “What are you ladies drinking?” 

“Want to try?” Juliette holds out the glass to me. 

I lean forward to take a sip and notice Stella subtly rolling her eyes. 

As I lower my lips to the rim of Juliette’s glass, I force my gaze to lock 
with Stella’s. Her finger rubs through the condensation on her glass, and she 
matches my unwavering eye contact. There’s a buzz that hangs between us 
that makes everyone else disappear. 

Once the sour, fruity drink hits my tongue, I pull back and watch Stella’s 
eyes drop to my mouth as I swipe my tongue across the remaining bit on 
my lips. I sit back, and her gaze drapes down my bare chest. 

Having her attention is such a heady feeling. I get stuck on how the sun 
highlights her stunning cheekbones. I’ve forgotten the bartender until he 
clears his throat and nods to the drink. “So, one of those?” 

“Yeah, thanks, man.” I rest an elbow on the bar, trying to act much more 
casual than I feel. “So, Juliette, what kind of performance are we in store 
for?” 

I feel Stella’s scrutinizing gaze assess me as Juliette is coy with vague 
responses to our questions. Stella isn’t one to keep her emotions off her 
face. She’|I let you know exactly how she feels with a single look. 

So it makes me curious why she seems to be trying to conceal her 


assessment of my interaction with Juliette. The part of me that craves her 


attention hopes it’s out of jealousy. And let’s be honest, that’s a very big 
part of me. 

“If you enjoy the show, you can give me your card.” Juliette’s dark brow 
arches. 

“My card?” I ask, and I can’t help but match her flirty tone just to see how 
Stella takes it. 

“Your Libidine member’s card.” When I look at her in question, she 
elaborates, “Members get access to different rooms and amenities 
depending on their tier. The cards control that access.” 

“Like slipping your room key to someone at the hotel bar.” I nod, 
intrigued. This is news to me, but I’m sure Stella’s already memorized the 
fine print. 

“Exactly.” Juliette continues, “But they also have your preferences, kinks, 
limits, things like that. So if you find someone you want to get to know 
better, you give them your card. See if your interests align.” 

I’m hardly listening to Juliette’s further explanation, yearning to know 
what’s behind those beautiful, amber-soaked eyes watching me. Wondering 
who she sees. The kid brother who lives life on a whim, acts dangerously 
and recklessly? A flirt, a player? Or can she see the man I’m trying to 
become? A man who doesn’t take life for granted anymore. An adventure 
seeker who’d willingly settle down if she’d let me. Loving her would be my 
greatest adventure yet. 

Stella laughs at something Juliette says, breaking my train of thought, and 
my stomach sinks from feeling the gravity of my own desires. The 
bartender slides my drink across the shimmering bar, and I take a large, 


refreshing sip before pushing off my stool. 


My shoulders cut through the water as I glide into the center of the pool. I 
float onto my back, and the pop country song playing on the pool deck and 
the chatter of guests disappears as my ears sink below the water. I can hear 
my breath echo in my ears as my lungs inflate and I bob on the surface. 

I close my eyes, my face angled toward the sky. As the sun’s warmth 
soaks into my skin, I’m reminded how surreal it is that I can feel something 
so tangibly that is so far away. The sun is a fucking ball of fire in the sky, 
the moon a floating rock. Life is merely a game, and my entire lifetime will 
only be a blip in the vast, endless ripples of the universe. 

I’ve always known life is a fickle thing. My brother opens a door and my 
mother dies. A gun is fired and my father bleeds out in prison. A single nail 
rips through my tire and I’m almost flattened by a train. 

I’ve never taken life seriously because it’s never been mine to keep. My 
clock was always ticking, but I never bothered to hear it. Now, it’s a blaring 
noise that constantly reminds me that I only want one thing out of my 
fleeting time on earth: to love and be loved by Stella Wright. 

The intensity of that realization is enough to make me scared of death for 


the first time in my life. 


1. Play “Breathe” by Kansh 
2. Play “I Want More” by KALEO 


OceanofPDE:.com 


Chapter 8 


Someone Else 


Stella 


e return to our villa, and despite being practically dragged to the 
\W pool, I had a great time. It’s not like I never have fun. But Lochlan 
was right in that I’ve barely taken a day off in ten years. Working hard is 
my comfort zone. 

As the oldest of my siblings, I’ve always felt pressure to pave the way. 
Ruby is only a year younger than me, and Andre was born less than two 
years after her. Even though we grew up close in age, I still shouldered the 
older sibling responsibilities. I’ve always felt like I had to set a tone of 
SUCCESS. 


Maybe that’s why I connected so easily with Cash. Like recognizes like. 


I knew by the way he cared for his brothers that despite his shady 
background, he was a good person. And I think he trusted me because he 
saw that same commitment and loyalty reflected. 

Managing the Den is more than just running the pub. We host private 
parties, events, and do catering. Not to mention dealing with all the 
interpersonal Fox brother drama I get pulled into. Still, taking over 
Summerland is a huge leap from what I’ve been doing, and I don’t want to 
let anyone down. I don’t want to just do a good job. I want to exceed 
expectations. 

I slip into a pair of slides, the last piece of my outfit. Now that I’m ready, 
I step out of my private room and into the living space of the villa. Lochlan 
is leaning against the kitchen counter, ankles crossed and eyes on his phone. 
He’s wearing a tan suit with a pinstripe button-down, gold rings on his 
fingers as he types. 

I look down at my cheetah-print skirt and knotted white tee. “Well, I feel 
underdressed now.” Chin still tucked, he flicks his eyes up and his lips part. 
Before he can say the disapproving remark I’m expecting, I throw out, 
“Yeah, okay. I’m going to change.” 

“No—” He pushes off the counter as if spurred into motion. “Fuck, no. 
You’re perfect.” 

I shake my head, turning back toward my room. “I’ll be really quick—” 

“Hey—hey.” He quickly closes the distance between us. His hand softly 
encircles my wrist, and he spins me. I fight the urge to pull away. 

He lets go, hands in the air as if in surrender, then peels his suit jacket off. 
He sets it on the back of a chair then untucks his shirt before starting to 
undo the buttons. I watch, confused, silent, and, if I’m being honest, not all 


that unwilling to let him undress in front of me. 


His shirt joins his jacket on the chair, and he stuffs the hem of his white 
undershirt back into his waistband, a smirk tugging on the corner of his lips. 
“Now we’re even. There’s no reason for you to change.” 

I refrain from adding that he might look even better like this. Without 
thinking, I pull his chains out from under his shirt. “There.” I pat his chest, 
and his eyes drop lustfully to my lingering hand. The look kicks up a storm 
in my stomach, and I quickly snap my hand away. “Suits were never your 
thing anyway.” 

He holds out the crook of his arm. “Shall we?” And for the first time ever, 
when I link my arm with his, a small pattering of butterflies takes flight in 


my stomach. 


Libidine—Latin for lust, desire—feels like a nightclub designed by Nyx 
herself. It smells like expensive leather and even more expensive cologne. 
A red and purple neon sign on one wall that reads Sinners Welcome casts a 
hellish glow. Soft lighting mixes with the red and barely illuminates all the 
various nooks and booths, stages, and tables. Somehow, it makes everything 
and everyone visible, while also feeling hidden in the shadows. 

Lochlan leads us to a small table in a tight semicircle booth, almost like a 
curved love seat. As soon as we sit, a cigarette girl in a 1920s inspired 
burlesque-type outfit glides over to us. 

“Ms. Wright and Mr. Fox.” Her voice has a raspy hint to it, sultry. “It’s 


my honor to welcome you to Libidine. Let me know if there’s anything you 


need.” Next to single cigarettes on her tray are cigars, small bottles of lube, 
condoms, and matchboxes. 

“Oban 18. Thanks, Lulu,” Lochlan says with a smile. 

I watch their interaction, expecting lingering, heated glances, but he 
simply looks at me, waiting. “Oh, uh, mezcal on the rocks, please.” 1 

“Absolutely.” She smiles and Lochlan swipes a box of matches and a 
cigarette off her tray before she leaves. I watch her short skirt bounce as she 
walks, the bottom of her fishnet-clad ass flashing with each step. Again, I 
expect Lochlan to be doggedly locked on her, but when I look at him his 
eyes are only on me. 

“So, Lulu, huh?” I ask, resting my forearms on the cool, black marble 
table. 

He chuckles quietly, as if amused, leans back, and plays with the gold 
chain around his neck. “I didn’t hook up with her.” 

“T don’t care if you did,” I dismiss. 

“Tt’s okay if you do though,” he replies. 

“T don’t care who you sleep with—even if I could keep track of all of 
them.” Injury flashes in his eyes before he laughs darkly, brushing his 
thumb across his bottom lip. Lulu comes back then and sets our two drinks 
on the table. He rocks forward and slides his across the table. 

“Tt’s not like you care who I hook up with,” I point out. 

Mischief sparks in the frosty blue of his eyes, darkened by the dim light. 
“That’s where you’re wrong—” 

“You have no right,” I interject. 

“Maybe.” He shrugs then raises the glass and his lips hover at the rim as 
he speaks. His voice is so quiet and low, I have to lean in to hear. “But that 


doesn’t mean the thought of you with someone else doesn’t make me burn 


with envy. It makes me want to pull you into my lap and bury my cock 
inside you right here so no one will try.” 

Chills dance on the back of my neck, and I narrow my eyes. “I’d like to 
see you fucking try.” 

He sets his drink down and fixes me with a determined stare as he 
delicately traces the rim of the glass with his finger. “Is that a dare?” 

“No—” All at once, the lamps turn off like candles being blown out. 

The red neon is the only source of light left. The club hangs in darkness 
for a few seconds before a halo of red light lowers onto the dais in the 
center of the room. A throne-like chair rests in the middle of the small stage. 
For the first time tonight, it is filled by a man in a black suit and balaclava. 
A woman kneels in front of him, her head resting on his thigh as a gloved 
hand pets her hair. 

Raven-black hair. Juliette. 

When she said she was performing tonight, I thought she would be 
singing, maybe a strip tease or pole choreography. Now, I understand why 
she called it a display. 

She’s in nothing but a strappy lace bodysuit with a plunging neckline. The 
dais slowly turns, giving the full room a view from every angle. Truly on 
display. Ominous but sultry music begins to play, and I feel the bass deep in 
my chest, my heart pulsing with each heavy beat. 

I see his mouth move and am surprised when I hear his words ring over 
the music. “Stand for me, doll. It’s playtime.” It’s hushed and slightly 
muted but definitely audible. The stage must be wired for sound. Illicit 
excitement dances across my skin like invisible sparks. 

Juliette stands. She looks like a fallen angel, wrapped like a present in 


black lace. Ready to be dropped on the devil’s doorstep. He spreads his 


knees and pulls her between them. Producing a black rope, he ties her hands 
together where they hang in front of her. He stands, tugging his leather 
gloves farther down his wrists. The movement is minuscule but powerful, 
like she’s nothing but a toy he’s readying to play with. 

“Lie down and give me that pretty mouth.” His words float through the 
room and heat builds in my bloodstream, my stomach dropping. 

Following his instructions, she lies across the chair on her back, head 
hanging off one armrest and feet over the other. My core tenses when he 
stands in front of her dangling face and undoes his belt. 

“Is he really going to... ?” I whisper. 

“Fuck her throat?” Lochlan’s own sounds tight and scratchy. “Yes... and 
more. Do you want to leave?” 

My eyes leave the stage for a second to glance his way. I don’t think 
before I speak. “No.” And it’s a wholly honest answer. I don’t want to leave. 
I want to stay. I want to watch this beautiful woman be ravaged by this 
devilish masked man. 

Back on the stage, the man pulls out his cock, and I bite my tongue to 
hold back a gasp. “You know what to do, doll.” His voice is so husky and 
dark, it sends chills down my spine. He pulls on her hair, forcing her head 
farther back until her mouth hangs open. 

I squeeze my thighs together as his length disappears down her throat. 
Soft gagging sounds mix with the music as he rocks his hips back farther. 
The erotic noises are all around me, making it feel like I’m right there on 
the dais with them. His groan ripples through the room as he sinks himself 
to the hilt, and I cross and uncross my legs as my pussy clenches. 

My cheeks flare with heat when I realize Lochlan’s eyes are on me, not 


the stage. They drop to my mouth as I lift my glass for a sip. His knuckles 


tighten around his own drink as I swallow the smokey alcohol. “You alright, 
réalta?” 

“Fine,” I say shortly and roll my shoulders back, feeling flustered and hot. 

He chuckles darkly, and the wicked sound has me worrying my lip. “You 
seem a little . . .” He lightly brushes a thumb across my bottom lip where 
my teeth dig in. “Bothered.” 

When I meet his eyes, they are dark and hooded. He smirks slyly. “I can 
help you with that.” My heart races, my pulse hammering. I brush him off 
with a laugh that comes out more nervous than I’d like. 

He sits back smugly and returns his gaze to the stage, taking a slow sip of 
whiskey. My stomach flips with indecision, uncertainty, and, more than 
anything else, desperation. 

A cigarette girl approaches the dais and hands the man a red stick and 
something else. I realize the stick is actually a candle as he strikes a match 
and the wick ignites. He continues to slowly pump in and out of Juliette’s 
mouth as he holds the lit candle over her chest. 

My breath catches in my throat as a scarlet drop of wax falls onto her 
cleavage. She moans, the sound stifled around his cock, and I bite my lip, a 
moan of my own trying to escape. 

I imagine the sting and burn of the hot wax. The feeling of a full mouth 
and trying not to choke while sharp spikes of pain drizzle up and down my 
sternum. 

I adjust in my seat, my skin feeling too hot, and glance at Lochlan. He 
stares back and the intensity in his eyes makes my throat tight. His tongue 
Swipes across his bottom lip as he lowers his gaze slowly to where my 
thighs are pressed tightly together. Heat pricks my skin with the slow sweep 


of his eyes. The muffled sounds of pleasure dance in the air, and I feel the 


notion of who I should be slipping away. Or maybe it’s a mask and I’m 
shedding my inhibitions the way a snake sheds its skin. 

Either way, I find myself whispering, “Lochlan .. .” 

“Stella.” There’s a hint of amusement in his voice, and I could kill him for 
it. He swirls his drink and looks so cool and composed, I envy him. While 
my name on his lips sounds devious and wrong in all the best ways, there’s 
something brewing in his eyes that gives me pause. My throat suddenly dry, 
I down my drink. 

He inches closer. My heart pounds as his thigh brushes mine. It’s just a 
graze, but it pushes me toward the edge of a cliff I’m determined not to fall 
off. Because on the other side is a cavernous drop where rationale ceases to 
exist. 

He sets his hand next to mine on the table and lightly traces his fingers 
back and forth. Each time, he almost touches mine and my stomach drops, 
but he never does. Just slowly drags them back and forth. 

“Who would have thought sweet Stella would get so hot watching a brute 
like him fuck her mouth.” His eyes are straight ahead, but I see the corner 
of this mouth tug in a smirk. “I should have known by the way you begged 
to be bent over and fucked.” 

“You don’t know anything about what I like or don’t like.” Even if he is 
right, I can’t help but push back. “And I didn’t beg.” 

He shakes his head and looks at me, his glare buming with dark 
amusement. “If you’re gonna lie to me, you better get a hell of a lot better at 
it.” I narrow my gaze and he continues. 

“Every time he thrusts deeper, you squeeze your legs together. When she 
whimpers, you swallow like your throat’s gone dry.” He reaches out and 


trails his fingertips down the slope of my neck. “And when he squeezes her 


throat . . .” His hand suddenly and unexpectedly collars my throat. I gasp, 
my mouth falling open. He chuckles, his palm glides, and he brushes my 
bottom lip with his thumb. “Your lips part just like that.” 

“Don’t be crude,” I say with as much conviction as I can after he just read 
me like a goddamn book. 

“Ts it crude if it’s true?” He lifts a brow and leans back, casually flagging 
Lulu like nothing happened. I want to insist he’s wrong, but I can’t find the 
words past the burning urge to climb into his lap and tell him how right he 
is. How badly I ache for him to use me and fuck me just how he claims I 
want it. 

Lulu flits over to our table. “Another round?” 

“Make it a double, please,” I say as she collects our empty glasses. 

While Lochlan and I were sparring, the pair on the dais changed positions. 
Juliette is on her feet, bent over the armrest now. As the stage rotates, the 
man tucks himself back in and accepts a vibrator from a cigarette girl. He 
places it in Juliette’s bound hands then removes his belt completely. The 
leather is then wrapped around the middle of her thighs, keeping her legs 
cinched together. 

His palm circles her ass and anticipation inflates my lungs. “Such a pretty 
ass. Maybe next time, I’ll fuck it.” Jesus. 

He takes back the vibrator and a buzzing resounds. I reach for my glass 
that’s not there. I quickly pull my hand back, but Lochlan saw. He cocks his 
head to the side as if he caught me doing something dirty. “Thirsty?” 

I scoff lightly. “You’re really a dog with a bone, aren’t you?” 

A sharp cry gets both of our attention, our heads spinning to the stage. 
Juliette’s hands dangling in the middle of the chair flex and clench, and I 
quickly see why. The vibrator has been slotted between her legs, held tight 


to her core with no escape. Her cry trails off into a heady moan as she hangs 
her head. My own body tingles with awareness. I can feel every pulse, and 
slickness builds between my thighs. 

“How many times do you think he’!l make her come?” Lochlan asks idly, 
drumming his fingers on the table. His gold rings flash with hues of red. 

“There’s only so many times she can.” The thought of being forced to 
orgasm again and again hits me with an unexpected wave of sparks. How 
many could I take? 

As if reading my mind, he lightly places his palm on my thigh. “You’d be 
surprised what you can take when you’re not in charge.” He looks up at me 
with hooded eyes, the message in them loud and clear. 

Lulu comes back with a tray of drinks, and my first instinct when I see her 
is to rip Lochlan’s hand off. My hand flies to his, covering it. She says 
something, but it’s all white noise to me. My hand is frozen on top of his, 
incapable of removing it. 

She drops off our drinks, and my heart thumps in exhilarated beats. 
Lochlan glances at our unmoving hands and his jaw clenches. On stage, the 
man slaps Juliette’s ass as she peaks, her legs shaking. My own leg burns 
under his palm. I’m back on that precipice, the cliff jutting out between 
reason and temptation. 

I don’t know what I want, who I want. But right now, my mind is muddled 
by more than just my drink. I have this aching, burning need to be touched . 
. . to be pleasured. 

Pll probably regret it later, but right now, I can’t bring myself to care. 
Instead, I lift my hand and leave his hot and heavy on my thigh. 

With my decision made, he inhales deeply, like it’s the first full breath 


he’s been able to take since he touched me. His palm glides across my thigh 


until his fingertips brush my bare skin through the slit in my skirt. I tell 
myself it’s too late to stop this, but I know that’s not true. If told him to, he 
would. 

The truth is, I don’t want him to. 

His fingers squeeze, digging into my muscle just the littlest bit, as if he’s 
checking to make sure I’m not a figment of his imagination. He leans 
toward me and whispers, so close his lips feather against my skin causing 
chills to ripple down my arms, the hair on the back of my neck rising. “You 
can pretend I’m someone else.” 

I can’t say anything, my throat tight, my blood hot. I could, but I don’t 
want to. 

He slowly traces a finger back and forth on my skin, replicating the 
pattern from the table. Moans of pleasure and the sharp sound of each slap 
create an erotic soundtrack. I inch my legs apart, letting his hand slide to 
my inner thigh. His grazing touch is like lightning to my core, and my 
stomach twists into knots. 

“Do you think it’s the pain or pleasure that makes her scream like that?” I 
suck in a breath as his fingers brush against the lace of my panties. I can 
feel the damp fabric press against my heat and know he feels it too. 

“And is it the pain or pleasure that has you soaked like this, réalta?” His 
tone is thick with earnestness, like he yearns to know my every thought. My 
every desire. 

“T don’t know,” I manage to mumble out. 

“We can find out together,” he says almost sweetly. Then he follows it 
with a husky curse. “Fucking dripping.” 

He presses harder against me. I bite my lip and suck in a sharp breath 


through my nose as he rubs testing circles over the lace. The light friction 


feels a thousand times stronger than it should. 

And god, I want more. 

I open my eyes to see the man slide his cock inside Juliette’s cunt, her 
legs shaking from the vestige of a previous orgasm or the beginnings of 
another. It’s impossible to tell when he keeps her in a constant cycle of 
pleasure. 

Lochlan’s fingers tease the top of my panties, brushing against my 
sensitive lower stomach. He toys with the elastic band, and I can’t breathe 
until he finally dips beneath the fabric. 

He sighs through a clenched jaw as his fingers slide down my pussy, skin 
on skin, nothing between us. My mind swims and I hold my breath, waiting 
for him to touch me where I crave it most. 

The man’s hand fists Juliette’s hair, yanking her neck back as he thrusts 
ruthlessly into her. I hear a breathy groan, but it’s not from the speakers. My 
head swivels to the couple in the booth next to ours. He has her flattened 
against the table and is pounding into her, mirroring the masked man’s 
movement. 

This room is full of people. My heart stutters to a stop with the reminder. 
I’m going to be the new owner in a matter of days. What am I thinking? 
About to be fingered in public? In my soon-to-be place of business? 

I’m about to put a stop to this ridiculousness when two of Lochlan’s 
fingers glide down either side of my clit then sink inside me. “Fuck...” A 
surprised keen spills out of me as I grip the edge of the table. 

He pulls them out and swirls my clit with my own wetness. My brows 
pinch together as I bite back another moan. His touch is featherlight, but it’s 


everything I need. Soft and slow. Building, building, building. 


Each stroke is another one of my defenses broken down until I’m sucking 
in air just to stay afloat. “Oh god...” I shudder. 

“I know I said you could pretend I’m someone else, but don’t be scared to 
say who’s really making you feel this good.” His words are strained, his 
tone more clipped than usual but still light and taunting. His fingers slip 
back down and curl inside me. “It’s not god’s fingers you’re about to come 
on, and it sure as hell isn’t god who’s gonna lick them clean.” My cheeks 
flame. 

He rolls the heel of his palm against my clit, and I rock into it, meeting 
him. “Don’t be shy, use me for what I’m good for,” he encourages like a 
devil on my shoulder. “Go ahead, take what you’ve been so desperate for all 
night.” 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I recognize what he’s doing. He’s 
forcing me to acknowledge this isn’t another drunken mistake. Admit that I 
want this. But I’m too far gone, too close to the edge to care. I give in, 
grinding harder into him. Each tilt of my pelvis has his fingers shifting 
against my G-spot, tension twisting and igniting. 

On the stage, the man comes with a possessive growl that fills the depths 
of the room. Juliette hangs limp and used as he pulls out with a wince. His 
cold and mechanical affect all night makes me think he’s just going to put 
himself away and walk off. Instead, he removes the vibrator and tenderly 
picks her up. 

Placing her in the chair, he kneels before her. After taking off the belt, he 
spreads her legs, his head dipping between them. Her hands are still tied but 
she reaches down and tugs off his mask. I can only see his dark-brown hair, 
cut short and mussed from the mask. There was something mystifying about 


his anonymity, but revealing his identity is daring in its own way. 


“One more, doll. I want one more,” the man says, and Juliette shakes her 
head. 

“T can’t,” she breathes. 

“You can’t or you won’t? Because if you can’t, I will make you. If you 
wont, that’s all you need to say.” He gently strokes the inside of her thigh 
and despite his rough actions earlier, I can tell the decision is hers. She 
answers by confidently placing one long leg over either armrest. 

“Alright, doll, one more time then, on my tongue while my cum drips out 
of you.” The filthy words sink like hot lead in my stomach. 

I watch the power and euphoria in her expression as her head lulls back. I 
climb higher and higher with her. 

“Fuck, Lochlan.” I gasp as brilliant light erupts behind my eyes. He 
freezes when I moan his name. Only briefly. 

Perhaps I imagined it. Because then he’s back to working his fingers 
expertly inside of me, making my skin burn and toes curl. “Careful saying 
my name like that, réalta. Aman could become addicted to hearing it.” 

“Oh, fuck—” I shudder, my legs shaking as the smoothest yet strongest 
orgasm I’ve ever had quakes through me. Lochlan withdraws his fingers 
and swirls them around my pulsing clit, keeping the waves of tension and 
release rolling. 

When he withdraws his hand, I am in a blissful haze. 

I glance his way and meet his burning embers of eyes as he does just what 


he promised: licks his fingers clean. 


1. Play “Who Do You Want” by Ex Habit 
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Chapter 9 


The Moon and the Tide 


Lochlan 


he next morning, a catamaran waits for us by the dock, the skipper 
TT bustling around the deck, readying the ropes and sails. ! 

“Do you have an idea of where you want to go?” I ask Stella. Libidine is 
hosting a masquerade party tonight, and Stella wanted to go into town to 
buy a dress appropriate for the occasion. 

“T scheduled fittings at a few shops,” she says casually. Everything is so 
goddamn casual. Like the way she came so fucking sweetly for me last 
night was all in my head. 

I don’t know why I thought today would be different, but she’s acting like 
last night never happened. Just like she did after her birthday. At least then, 


I knew to expect it. But if she wants to play it that way, then game on. 

I can be unaffected, indifferent until the next time she comes crawling to 
me for release. 

I nod along. “Cool, a driver should meet us at the marina.” 

“He will. I called this morning to confirm.” 

“Of course, you did.” I hold out my arm out when we reach the end of the 
dock. “Ladies first.” 

The captain welcomes us as we board and introduces us to a few other 
guests who are also coming to port. One of whom is Juliette. 

Stella stutters to a halt when she sees her. She quickly regains her 
composure and gives an enthusiastic hello. She goes to join Juliette on the 
cushioned bench, and I grab the proffered blood orange mimosa from the 
steward. Stella glances my way, making my hand grip the fragile flute 
tightly. 

Is she remembering the way she fell apart on my fingers like I am? Is 
seeing Juliette a reminder of the sweet moans she made as she ground into 
my palm, hungry and desperate for something we both wanted? 

She swallows and worries her lip before averting her gaze. A wave of 
emotion hits me like a truck. I set the glass, untouched, on the nearest 
surface before I break it and hurry down the steps to the cabin. 

Bitterness and anger swirl in my chest as I lock myself in the bathroom. 
No, not swirl. Swirling is what one does at a wine tasting. There isn’t 
anything civilized about this feeling. It’s a battering hurricane, a rough and 
choppy ocean storm. Thinking I could play it cool was a fucking joke. * 

I can’t do this. I can’t go slow when I need her like I need fucking air. I’m 


not some gentleman courting a prim and proper lady. 


I look in the mirror and remind myself of who I am. I’m a Fox. When we 
want something, we take it. We don’t wait for others to determine our fates. 
We don’t shrink ourselves or our desires for anyone or anything. 

Stella knows this. She might not bear our name, but she’s one of us. She 
knew the type of man I am last night when she spread her legs and fucked 
my fingers. I’m only disrespecting her by treating her like something 
fragile, something breakable. 

Determined to set things straight, I throw open the door. 

Stella stands against the opposite wall of the narrow hallway. My chest 
pounds like a predator’s who’s closing in on his prey. I take a loaded step 
closer, and she flattens her back against the wall. 

I stand taller. “You might want to pretend like last night didn’t happen, but 
I won’t. Let me be perfectly clear: I want more, réalta.” I close in on her so 
she has to tilt her head to look up at me, and her breathing deepens. “And 
I’m done pretending I don’t.” 

My eyes drop to her full lips, how they’re parted ever so slightly. The urge 
to close the distance completely and taste them is overpowering. My jaw 
clenches painfully in restraint, and I force myself to walk away before I 


completely forget what no means. 


Our first stop was a bust. The sales associate whisked Stella away when we 
arrived, and they were gone for twenty minutes before reappearing empty- 
handed. 


At the second boutique, the saleswoman is less hands-on. “I’ll give you 
some time to try on the dresses. Just let me know if you need anything,” she 
says, leaving the two of us alone in the large fitting area. 

I lounge on a couch, kicking my feet up on the ottoman, while Stella 
surveys the row of formal dresses hanging before her. She chooses one and 
pulls the velvet curtain closed to change. 

A few minutes later, she steps out. Lavender silk hangs loosely on her 
body. “I need you to zip me up.” 

She spins to face a floor-length mirror, the back of the dress open and her 
flawless skin on display. I watch her reflection as I walk over. Her eyes are 
slightly hooded, and I don’t try to hide the way I hungrily soak her in. 

There’s a silver hue to the dress, making the fabric seem almost metallic 
or chrome. It clings to her frame like a liquid galaxy. “You look .. .” I 
search for the right word. “.. . astral.” 

“And what does astral look like?” Her back stiffens as I hover inches 
away. 

“You look heavenly, Stella Mae.” As if in a trance, I lightly trail a single 
finger down her spine. She sucks in a sharp inhale and my cock jerks, and I 
want to make her breath hitch like that again and again. 

She reaches behind her and holds up her hair, revealing her neck. It feels 
like an invitation, but I know it’s not. The neediness I saw in her eyes last 
night isn’t there, but there’s something even better. A slow-burning fire 
telling me that no matter how much she may want to, she hasn’t forgotten. 

I zip the dress and step back, giving her room to see how fucking divine 
she looks. She tilts her head back and forth in the mirror, considering. 

“You’re getting that dress,” I say, because there isn’t any other option. 


“Even if you don’t wear it for this event, I’m still going to buy it.” I drag 


my thumb across my lip and shrug when she raises her brows at me. “Not to 
would be a crime.” 

She rolls her eyes with a friendly scoff. “First of all.” She turns to face 
me. “I have other dresses to try on. Secondly, you’re not buying me 
anything.” 

“Yes.” I step closer, and she stands straighter, as if she’s refusing to give 
up ground like she did earlier on the boat. The fight and challenge on her 
face ignites me. “I am.” 

She crosses her arms, pushing her breasts higher and making my blood 
heat. “No—” 

Surprising us both, I take a lunging step, closing in on her. She flattens 
against the mirror. Her palms fly out to press against my chest at the same 
time I lightly wrap a hand around her throat. My breaths are heavy and 
Shallow. The hand at my side curls into a tight fist as I try to get myself 
back under control. 

“Lochlan,” she says through gritted teeth. Her pupils are blown wide, and 
her pulse races under my palm. It makes me want to lean down and lick a 
path over the vein to feel it hammer against my tongue. 

I release her throat to grip her chin more tenderly. My voice drops. “Let 
me spoil you.” 

“Fine.” She speaks only when I step away, her tone cocky and sharp—just 
how I like it. “I’m getting all of them then.” She nods to the rack as if it’s a 
threat, each dress several grand. 

“Done.” I smirk. 

She brushes a loc off her shoulder and adds pointedly, “And shoes.” 

I laugh. “Don’t forget accessories. You’re going to need jewelry, a purse, a 


mask—don’t think I won’t buy the whole damn store.” 


“God, you Fox men really are dramatic.” She huffs. 

I chuckle. “I prefer passionate.” 

She smiles out of the corner of her mouth. “Emotional?” 

“Devoted.” 

She pops her hip. “Bullheaded.” 

I raise my hands in surrender with a grin. “I'll give you that.” We both 
laugh. 

A few minutes later, I’m back on the couch and she’s struggling to bend 
over in one of the tight dresses to try on a pair of strappy heels. She stands 
back up with a frustrated huff. 

“Let me.” I get up and drop to a knee in front of her. 

She hesitates but eventually lifts her bare foot onto my thigh. I slip the 
shoe on and take my time wrapping and tying the straps. When I put on the 
second one, I don’t let her foot down. My fantasy from the shower flashes 
in my mind, and it strikes me for a moment that this might not be real 
either. But as my hand spreads out on her smooth calf and I look up at her, 
burning, I know it is. The way she’s looking at me right now is better than 
anything my mind could conjure. 

She bites her lip as I drag my palm up the back of her knee and then to her 
inner thigh. My blood pounds in my ears, louder the higher I climb up her 
velvet skin. I’m less than an inch from the hem of the dress when she pulls 
her leg away. Her eyes flash with wanting something contradictory to her 
actions. 

I stand and reach out to trace her jaw with my finger but stop myself. She 
exhales heavily when I do, as if she were holding her breath, waiting for my 
touch. 


So, I give it to her. 


I clutch her face with both hands, ready to crash my lips down on hers, to 
finally drink down her taste. But at the very last second, I dip down and 
ravage her throat instead. She arches into me, knitting her fingers in my hair 
while I kiss and suck and bite my way up and down her neck. She moans 
and the needy sound makes me infuriatingly hard. 

I palm her ass and pull her tight against me. She rolls her body against my 
erection. It makes me clench my teeth and slam her against the mirror. I 
swallow the surprised moan that escapes her. 

Her hands slide under my shirt and stroke my bare skin. I pin her to the 
glass with a hand around her throat, while my other one climbs under her 
dress. The soft caress of her palm turns into a delicious sting when she 
drags her nails down my chest as I rub my hand over her panties. 

She whimpers when I apply more pressure, and I scrape my teeth along 
the shell of her ear. “It’s been less than a day and you’re already whining 
for my fingers to fill this perfect pussy again. Sweet, sensible Stella wants 
to get fucked naughty in public again. Is that it?” 

She answers by reaching for my belt, choking on silent moans while I 
tease her over wet the fabric. I hum when her hands slip inside my pants 
and her fingers wrap around my cock. She bites her lip, and her eyes are 
half-lidded as she strokes me. There’s a drunken neediness in her gaze even 
though I know she’s stone-cold sober. 

I tip her chin up and lick a lascivious path up her jaw. “Take it out,” I 
whisper harshly into her ear. The order is low and guttural, her touch 
making it harder to breathe. I catch my reflection in the mirror, wild and 
crazed. My blues eyes are hardened with need. A need that I want 


reciprocated. 


So, before she can free my cock, I spin her around and her hands catch 
herself on the glass. Our eyes meet in the mirror, and it nearly knocks me 
off my feet, her rich amber eyes like layers of precious stones. But there’s a 
fleeting quality in them that makes my throat dry. 

“Look in the mirror, Stella. If we do this, there’s no pretending I’m 
someone else. It’s going to be my cock fucking you. It’s going to be my 
fingers making you come. And it’s my name you cry when you can’t take 
anymore.” 

I want her so fucking bad that it takes everything in me to wait for her 
reply and not kick her legs apart, tear her dress if I have to, and slam into 
her. 

Would she let me? 

Would I be able to stop if she didn’t? 

Her gaze flickers over my face in the reflection. I can see so clearly 
wairing desires in her eyes. My heart sinks before she even speaks. 

I’m hoping to hear hesitation or uncertainty in her voice, but there’s only 
decisiveness. “What happens on the island, stays on the island.” 

My hand on her hip freezes, but I don’t remove it. I can’t. Maybe it’s 
stubbornness, maybe it’s delusion, but there’s a connection here and I can’t 
bring myself to break it. “Is that what you really want?” 

She lifts her chin. “Yes.” 

“Okay.” I step back, my chest splintering. She turns around, and as much 
as I want her, I hate the apologetic look weighing down her gaze. Stella 
never apologizes for her decisions. “Just know that I will be here when you 
realize what I already know.” 

She tilts her head as she peers up at me, her eyes flashing with something 


that looks suspiciously like regret. “Which is?” 


“That we go together, réalta. Like the moon and the tide.” I tuck a loc 


behind her ear and she swallows deeply. “Always have and always will.” 


1. Play “Any Love” by Dermot Kennedy 
2. Play “Please” by Omido, Ex Habit until end of the chapter 
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Chapter 10 


On the Island 


Lochlan 


y the time we arrive back at the villa after an early dinner in town, 
B there’s less than an hour until the masquerade. ' I’m considering 
locking myself in my room for that hour because this thing buzzing 
between Stella and me is unbearable. 

The tension feels like a living, breathing beast chained to a post between 
us that gnashes its teeth anytime either of us gets close. But she’s worth 
getting torn to pieces. I’ll lay myself bloody at her feet just for a chance. 

My blood thrums as Stella unlocks the door and walks inside. I can hardly 


breathe as I follow behind her, carrying her bags. As soon as I’m across the 


threshold, I drop them. She spins at the sound, and I force my lungs to 
inflate. 

The way she drags her eyes from the bags on the floor up my body wakes 
the hungriest parts of me. 

“We’re back on the island.” My tone is laced with conviction. I’m only 
following her rules. 

Her lips part, and I steel myself for the rejection I know is coming. 

She crashes into me. Her hands fist my shirt, pulling me down to her. 

I have my lips on hers in the span of a single breath. Crushing her harder 
to me, I cradle her face between my hands. The firm press of her lips melts 
away and she yields, opening her mouth for me to explore with my tongue. 

For a moment, I only exist in the place our lips meet. All my senses zero 
in on the soft flicks of her tongue across mine or the sharp bite of her teeth 
into my bottom lip. 

I could die a thousand times like this, suffocate in each and every kiss. 

We only separate when she tugs my head back, fingers twisted into my 
hair above the nape of my neck. I gulp down air like a drowning man. Her 
breaths are just as heavy, and she looks at me wide-eyed. 

Are we really doing this? 

There’s only one answer to her silent question. 

I crash my mouth back down on hers and pick her off the ground. She 
wraps her legs around my waist and deepens our kiss by circling my neck 
with her arms. Blinded by the searing heat between us, I carry her to my 
bedroom and toss her onto the bed. 

She’s heaving, looking up at me from her back as I tug my shirt over my 


head and whip my belt off. She tries to scoot back on her elbows, but I yank 


her back down the bed by her ankles. She shrieks as I flip her onto her 
stomach and climb on top of her, pinning her arms down. 

The violence woven into my DNA strips away my ability to think 
logically. In fact, the only thing that makes sense right now is being inside 
of her. 

Even the anxious flash in her eyes as she looks over her shoulder doesn’t 
stop me from purring wickedly, “Time to pay up, Stella Mae.” 

Her brows pinch together. “What for?” 

“You’re going to pay for the months of teasing and aching.” I lift off her 
to pull her shorts halfway down her thighs and tug her hips into the air so 
she’s on her knees. Gliding one hand down her spine, I slip the other in 
between her thighs and groan at the warm wetness waiting for me. “And 
judging by how fucking wet this needy little cunt is, I haven’t been the only 
one hurting.” 

She hungrily moans as two of my fingers, slick with her arousal, circle her 
clit then draw back to tease the entrance of her sweet pussy before returning 
to her front. The next time I delve into her tight little hole, she tries to 
spread her legs but is stopped by her shorts still only halfway down. 

She whimpers, frustrated. “Please, Lochlan.” 

“Please what?” I laugh darkly. “Please fuck you filthy?” 

“Ye—Oh my god,” she cries when I plunge my fingers deeper and press 
against her G-spot. 

Vicious heat whips inside my chest. The urge to utterly ruin her, to break 
her down to nothing but tears and desperate begging battles the desire to 
lick her pussy devotedly until I’m drunk on her taste. 

“1 don’t know what to do with you, réalta. Do I give it to you nice and 


sweet, or do I leave you with bruises?” I don’t realize I’m speaking until the 


words echo in the room like they belong to someone else. The tension in my 
voice is like gravel and steel. 

I press harder on that swollen place inside her, and her pussy flutters 
around my fingers. I can’t help but groan, and her eyes roll back at the 
primal sound. “I don’t care, Lochlan. Just fuck me please. Anyway you give 
it, Ill take it.” 

Her words are like gasoline poured on a fire. “Careful saying shit like 
that.” I shove my pants down and grip my hard cock. My jaw clenches from 
my own strokes and the sight of her ass high in the air. “What if I wanted to 
ride you bare, fuck you full of my cum. Would you still take it then?” 

She looks back at me, worrying her lip, and the desperation in her eyes is 
the only answer I need. 

I slide my dick between her legs. Wetness coating her inner thighs makes 
it glide smoothly back and forth. Her shorts around her thighs keep her legs 
pressed together, hugging my cock. This alone, not even an inch inside her, 
could be enough to ruin me. “Shit, Stella Mae,” I curse. “There isn’t a single 
part of you that doesn’t make me come un-fucking-done.” 

Next time I rock back, I tilt my hips and thrust inside her. “Oh fuck—” 
Her cunt squeezes around me the second I’m inside and my head rushes. 

“Yes,” she mewls and arches her back. She yelps when I bring my palm 
down hard and hot across her ass, but it devolves quickly into a heady moan 
as I slam into her again. “Turn my ass red, Loch.” 

“Jesus Christ.” I exhale sharply at her demand, not expecting it but 
somehow not at all surprised. Hot anticipation knots in my chest, my hand 
still buzzing from the last spank. I push her head down. “Bite the sheets, 
Stella.” 


I feel the next slap like a thousand little pins stinging my palm, and her 
skin burns hot to the touch. On the next one, she cries out, her pussy 
clenching around my cock and snatching my breath out of my lungs. 

Her golden-brown skin takes several consecutive hits to start flushing 
with a hint of color. “Fuck, baby. Your pussy—if you keep it up, I’m going 
to come before I can turn this fine ass red.” 

“Tt—feels—so—good.” She gasps with each strike of my hand. 

I take a break if only so I can be inside her longer, reaching around to 
stroke her hot slit. She cries, burying her face into the mattress. “Oh my 
god.” 

I keep playing with her clit while my other hand grips her hip hard, 
holding her firm so I can fuck into her to the hilt with each stroke. I bury 
myself so deep that the slap of our flesh together is just as loud as each 
spank. 

“Fuck, I’m going to come.” She pants, her pitch high and needy. Her 
hands twist and knot in the sheets. With her cheek to the bed, I watch her 
screw her eyes shut, forehead fretted. I want her like this every second of 
every day. Wracked with a pain only I can take away. 

“No, you’re not.” I rip my hand away. 

“Lochlan!” 

“Not until I’ve had my fill. Not until I’ve fucked my cum so deep into 
you, you’ll be dripping me all night.” She eyes me indignantly over her 
shoulder, and the wicked fire in her eyes is so fierce, it makes me smile. 

“Fuck you,” she spits, and I can’t help but oblige. 

I pull out and flip her onto her back, tugging her ass almost off the end of 
the bed. Yanking her shorts all the way off and throwing her legs onto my 


shoulder, I slam back into her. “That’s what we’ve been doing, sweetheart.” 


She tries to glare up at me but when I press my thumb against her clit in 
tight circles, her eyelids flutter and her mouth falls open. I don’t know if it’s 
the new angle, her quivering cunt, or the fiery spite in her eyes, but a few 
strokes later, my balls are tightening and my abs constricting. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck—” she chants, then her teeth bite into her bottom lip and 
she digs her head back. Her orgasm comes crashing over both of us. 

“Goddamn—” I groan roughly as I ride the waves of her pleasure, my 
cock pumping hot cum deep inside her. 

All tension leaves her body, and she sinks into the bed, catching her 
breath. A smooth sheen of sweat dots her forehead. I use my grip on her 
legs to keep myself upright, my knees wanting to give out after coming so 
damn hard. 

I gently pull out of her. She props herself up on her elbows as I lower her 
legs. “We should probably get ready.” She laughs with a soft, sated smile. 

“Yeah, probably.” I pull up my pants then bend over to plant a lavish and 
lewd kiss on her lips. I whisper against them, “As long as that doesn’t 
include any panties for you. I want you worrying about making a mess 
everywhere you sit.” I drag my hand up her thigh. “And whenever I feel 
like it, ?1 pull you onto my lap, slide my hand under your dress, and push it 
back where it belongs.” 

I stand back up, and her mouth hangs open wordlessly. I smirk. “See you 


soon, réalta. Don’t disappoint me.” 


1. Play “Toxic” by Omido, Rick Jansen 
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Chapter 11 


Masquerade 


Lochlan 


hey didn’t change much about the club for the masquerade. It’s high- 
T end enough as it is, but they added intricate candelabras on tables and 
two giant crystal chandeliers with real candles. The lights are even dimmer 
than usual to emphasize the flames. On the dais, there are four 
contortionists performing, completely nude except for elaborate masks. 
There are rooms that branch off the main floor, set up for privacy or 
exhibitionism. In the two largest of these rooms, there are acrobats and 
aerialists swinging, hanging, flipping all while fucking, like an X-rated 


Cirque du Soleil. 


There’s something about using only candles that feels regal and mystical. 
The faceless crowd and freaky circus elements make it like something out 
of a dream—elusive, ominous, and unsettling in a thrilling sort of way. 

Stella and I arrive together but quickly part ways. I put in face time with 
the Mauldin brothers and their associates, while she finds the couple we met 
on the boat—Nicola and Jazmine—at the bar. Each time our eyes meet from 
across the room, there’s a crackling of energy at the base of my spine. 

We circle each other like this for a few hours. What I first thought was a 
game of cat and mouse is beginning to feel like she is straight up avoiding 
me. Insecurity isn’t a natural feeling for me, but as the night stretches on, 
doubts start to fill my head. 

Did I push too far? Take too much? 

I never want to hurt her, but there’s a monster inside me that doesn’t care 
about anyone else’s pain. Sometimes, I fear that I’ll only hear what I want 
to hear, see what I want to see, and not give a fuck all about anything else. 
It’s sick and twisted, but it’s kept me alive in a bloodthirsty world. 

It’s impossible to focus on the conversation when I can’t stop tracking her 
with my gaze. She’s magnificent in the pearlescent lavender dress. I 
honestly expected her to wear something else just to spite me. Though, I 
haven’t yet confirmed if she followed my no-panties order or not. 

This inaction, the not knowing, is killing me. Standing idly by is arguably 
more painful than her ignoring me. I’m about to excuse myself and go to 
her when a slap on my shoulder is accompanied by a rough voice that 
smells of vodka and cigars. 

“Tf it isn’t the Fox boy,” Ilya drunkenly rasps, teetering next to me. 

“JakSi¢, good to see you.” I remove his hand from me, clapping it in a 


handshake as he sways. I subtly assess Clark’s and Jeffery’s reactions to 


him joining. Jeffery continues his conversation, pompous and self- 
important, while Clark goes silent, looking the older man up and down as if 
weighing him. 

Ilya himself seems undisturbed by the Mauldins’ presence. It could simply 
be because he’s wasted, but it doesn’t help me decipher what’s going on 
between the two families. He begins to tell a story about his favorite brothel 
in the motherland, occasionally switching from English to Serbian. 

Soon, he has a group of five men, including the brothers, engrossed in his 
story. He talks madly with his hands as he tells us about the time he had to 
escape out of a four-story window, butt naked, because the woman he 
thought was a common whore—his words not mine—was actually the 
president’s mistress. 

I have to give it to the old man. Even two sheets to the wind, he knows 
how to tell a story. I am in stitches by the time he’s explaining how he stole 
a horse and rode past the president’s men in nothing but a pair of stockings. 

“T will tell you right now, nothing in all my years has been more painful 
than the chafing my poor balls got from that saddle—ah, my beautiful 
bride!” He grins wide and lopsided. I look in the same direction as him and 
see Marcella approaching, her long blonde hair making her unmistakable 
even with a feathered mask. Stella is next to her, and my heartbeat picks up 
pace as her eyes lift from the floor to mine. She holds my gaze, and my 
breath is trapped in my lungs as she draws closer. 

“Tlya, darling,” Marcella coos with fake sweetness and lets him pull her 
into his side. She barely grimaces when he grabs a fistful of her ass. “I hope 
you’re not spilling all our secrets to the Good Ole Boys’ Club.” Her eyes 
dart to Jeffery then back to her husband. 


“Oy, never, ljubavi.” He plants a wet, sloppy kiss on her cheek, oblivious 
to how she stiffens. Poor girl. 

Stella watches their interaction with a poorly concealed scowl, her lips 
sneering under her mask. She’s always hated the arranged marriage aspects 
of this life. Says it’s archaic. I don’t necessarily disagree, but this life is 
built on tenets that predate even the concept of marriage—power, greed, 
strength. 

Clark seems antsy, particularly eager to put distance between himself and 
Ilya. He pulls me into a conversation that slowly separates us from the 
group. We sit in a booth alone as I ask him what’s next for them after 
Summerland. I try to discreetly pry about the JakSi¢s and tease out what the 
tension is between their families. I keep my eye on Stella, but she seems to 
be holding her own, if not a little tired. 

At some point, she comes up to us. She holds herself up with a hand on 
the table. “I’m gonna call it a night.” Her eyelids are heavy, and she seems a 
touch wobbly. “I think I’ve had too much to drink.” 

I place a hand on her hip to steady her. It’s not like her to overdrink, but 
it’s hard not to when every server in this place does their best to keep your 
glass full. I look up at her. “You want me to walk you back?” 

“No, no, you stay.” She bats her hand, but I’m already standing up. 

“T really don’t mind.” I offer her my arm, and she pointedly crosses her 
arms instead of taking it. 

“I’m a big girl, Lochlan. I can manage on my own.” 

“Then have at it.” I sit down, and a small part of me is relieved. I feel like 
I’ve been walking a tightrope all night, trying to keep tabs on so many 


different people. The mental exhaustion from constantly reading, 


deciphering, and mentally noting their behavior is taxing on its own, but 
especially so when I’ve had more than a few drinks myself. 

“Okay, good night.” I’m satisfied to let her leave when she walks away 
without a sway or wobble. 

I don’t want to pass up this opportunity with Clark while he’s loose-lipped 
and tipsy. I’m an expert at using pain to extract information, but you can 
never underestimate the effectiveness of a casual, drunken conversation 
either. 

I turn back to him with a disarming smile. “So, JakSi¢ and his new wife 
are quite the happy couple. Are they frequent guests?” 

He barks a laugh but then seems to reel himself back in. “They came for 
their honeymoon a few months back. Apparently, they loved it so much, 
they bought up one of our newly built villas. She practically lives here 
now.” He says the last sentence with a hidden sentiment, like he wants to 
tell me something but is holding himself back. 


I settle in, sink into the cushion, and let him run his mouth. 
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Chapter 12 


Unidentified #1 


he balls of my feet ache from squeezing into these heels all night. I 
{jae my mask. The feathers cloying at my cheeks are driving me 
nuts. 

“Uncomfortable, aren’t they?” a masculine voice says beside me. 

“Most things worth doing are,” I say with a coy smile, turning to face the 
owner of the voice. He’s dressed in a black suit like most of the men in 
attendance. Behind his mask, dark eyes rimmed with even darker lashes 
stare back at me. There’s an unsettling coldness to them. A deep caramel 
color that should feel warm instead sends chills down my spine. 

“What are you drinking?” He nods to the nearly empty glass in my hand. 

“Gin and tonic.” I instantly regret answering. I swallow down the uneasy 


feeling crawling up my throat. “But I actually have to—” 


“Ah, there he is,” he cuts me off, waving down a passing server. 

He comes directly to us despite being en route to drop off someone else’s 
order. “Yes, sir?” He nods politely. 

“A gin and tonic,” the man says then looks at me with a chilling smile. 
“Make it extra special for the beautiful lady.” I force a smile in return, and 
he wraps an uninvited arm around my waist. 

I wriggle out of his grip, acting like I am sidestepping to allow someone to 
pass by in the crowded club. I want to leave but feel trapped. He ordered me 
a drink. I tell myself the polite thing to do is stay at least until it arrives. 

“How has your night been so far?” He leans in a little too close for 
comfort. 

“Great!” My response is overly chipper, but if he notices, he doesn’t seem 
to care. 

Sooner than expected, the server returns with my drink. I find myself 
sipping it faster than I usually would to get out of this situation. I can 
hardly focus on the conversation anyway. The warning bells going off in my 
head are too damn loud. 

I should have just made up an excuse and walked away, but I didn’t want 
to come off rude. Because I drank too quickly, the alcohol has gone straight 
to my head. Something across the room catches my eye, a flash of light. I 
glance that way, and turning my head makes the room spin. My hand shoots 
out to steady myself on the back of a booth and I shake my head, trying to 
clear this dizzying feeling. 

“Someone had a little too much to drink, huh?” He grabs me by the hand 
and around the waist. “Let’s get you somewhere to sit.” 

We begin to walk, and I want to ask him where we are going, but I can’t 


seem to find the words. My eyelids grow heavier with every step, my legs 


too. Something white flutters in front of me, and I accidentally step on it. 
Instinctively, I bend down to pick it up. 

As I lift my toes, I realize that my feet don’t hurt anymore. 

It feels like I’m moving in slow motion as I stand back up. I turn it over in 
my hand and realize it’s the handkerchief the man wore in his front pocket. 
Somehow, I know if I try to fold it neatly, my fingers won't cooperate. 
Mindlessly, I tuck it back into his pocket. As I do, I notice a monogram. 

Three letters. 

JBM. 
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Chapter 13 


Untitled 


Stella 


t feels like my consciousness is stuck in marsh mud. ' My mind is 
I sludge as I try to pull myself into wakefulness. It’s the heavy pounding 
behind my skull that finally rips me out of my dream state. I can feel the 
bed beneath me, my cheek against a pillow. My locs are free and loose, 
draping across my face. I rarely ever sleep with them down. I try to recall 
how I got here, where and when I went to sleep. It’s nothing but a dark 
void. 
I keep my eyes closed, not ready to be thrust into whatever unknown 
reality I'll find myself in. Instead, I try to orient myself by cataloging my 
body. I wiggle my toes—no shoes. My legs feel like they are wrapped in 


layers of blankets, but the air isn’t cold. Maybe it’s a dress, tangled in my 
sleep. Besides the splitting headache, no other part of me hurts. Sightlessly, 
I trail a finger over my arm, feeling something dry and slightly crusty. What 
the fuck is— 

I open my eyes, my vision swimming then quickly focusing. What I’m 
seeing is undeniable. My skin is covered in dried blood. My stomach drops 
as I try to process, my heart racing. With shaking and bloodstained hands, I 
throw the covers off me and scream. 

I scream so loud, my own ears rattle, shock and fear pulsating through 
me. 

My lavender dress is covered with so much blood, it looks like a 
slaughterhouse apron. 

What have I done? 


1. Play “Voodoo in My Blood” by Massive Attack, Young Fathers 
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Chapter 14 


Bloodied 


Lochlan 


am jolted awake by an ear-splitting scream. ' My heart nearly bursts 
I through my chest as I jump out of bed and sprint to Stella’s room. I 
remember checking in on her when I got home last night. She was safe and 
sound, sleeping in bed. Still, panic and fear course through me like a live 
wire. 

I throw open her door, lurching with relief when there is no one else in the 
room and she is sitting, awake. “What’s wrong?” I demand, my heart racing 
as I cross to the side of her bed. 

“Holy shit—” At first, ’'m stunned into a split second of paralysis as I 


take in her beautiful dress smeared and splattered in blood. I drop to the 


floor beside her and pat her shaking body. “What happened? Where are you 
hurt?” 

“Nowhere.” Her voice is hollow, a thousand miles away. “I-It’s n-not 
mine.” Her face is blank, but her eyes are wide and stricken as she looks 
down at her hands caked with dry blood. 

I’m at a loss for words, my mind rapidly trying to process the scene. A 
barrage of heavy pounding on the front door makes both of us jump. 

Stella grabs my wrist when I stand. “Don’t leave me, please.” 

Her plea is like splinters in my heart that only dig in deeper when I pull 
out of her grasp. There’s another round of hammering at the door. It sounds 
like whoever is on the other side is about to knock the damn thing down. 

I place my hand on her cheek, cupping her jaw and meeting her fearful 
gaze. “I’m not going anywhere, but I have to see who that is. 

“Lock this door,” I shout at her as I run out of her room and dash to mine. 
I grab my piece and check the cylinder is fully loaded as I quietly creep 
toward the front door. 

“Open up, Fox. We have you surrounded!” I recognize Clark’s voice. 

Gripping my gun tight, finger primed and ready on the trigger, I peer into 


the peephole only to see six barrels all pointing right back at me. 


Stella 
I fumble with the doorknob. 2 I’m shaking so bad, it takes me a few tries 


to latch the lock. I stumble back, hitting the foot of the bed and sliding to 


the floor. I can’t tear my eyes away from my arms. It looks like I performed 
an open-heart surgery with my bare hands. I stare in disbelief, my mind 
sluggishly trying to catch up to the present. 

A booming voice shouts from outside, “Open up, Fox. We have you 
surrounded!” 

My head pounds, and my heart feels like it’s seconds away from giving 
out. 

I did this. 

I don’t know what exactly, but whatever it is, the evidence is all over me. 

There is so much blood. Can someone even survive losing this much? The 
realization that I’m covered in a dead man’s blood makes me violently ill. I 
get up as fast as I can, dizziness threatening to send me back to the floor. 

I manage to make it to the bathroom sink before vomiting profusely. It’s 
mostly bile and the remnants of pink cocktails. The sight of it swirling, 
unable to drain, makes me sick all over again. I dash to the toilet and dry 
heave until my temples are screaming and my throat is raw. 

Oh my god, Lochlan! 

I suddenly remember the pounding at the door and Lochlan sprinting out 
of the room. My brain still feels like it’s working at half speed, and I’m 
smacked with guilt for not being out there, for forgetting about him, if only 
briefly. 

Walking gives me body aches and chills like the flu, but I force myself to 
cross the bedroom. I huddle close to the door, pressing my ear to the wood. 

“And what temperature was his body?” I hear Lochlan say, his voice 
wound up but calm. 

“T don’t know, fucking cold!” The person that shouted earlier yells again. 


I recognize the voice. It’s... It’s .. . Fuck. I can’t think for shit. 


“Okay, cold, that’s good.” Lochlan speaks again. “Now tell me, was the 
body in full rigor?” 

“Do I look like a fucking scientist to you?” the man shouts, and even 
behind a locked door, I flinch. 

“Clark, listen to me.” Lochlan’s cadence is tempered and slow. “If the 
body was cold and in full rigor, that means he died eight to twelve hours 
ago—” 

“Which means I was talking to you when he was killed.” Clark’s words 


are choppy, like he’s working out the pieces as he speaks. “Where is Stella 


BB) 


“Don’t worry about her,” Lochlan quickly interjects. “She left early after 
having too much to drink, remember? She came over to us to say bye.” I 
did? 

I don’t remember. Can’t remember. My mind is less of a blur and more of 
a black hole. I try to think back to the last thing I did before going to bed, 
but it’s like fighting a current, and I get sucked under every time I’m close 
to something tangible. 

I notice a huddle of clothing I don’t recognize on the floor by my bed. I 
scamper over, seeing it’s a men’s suit jacket. I turn it over in my hands, and 
a white pocket square jumps out at me. I pull it out and unfold it. In horror, 


I read three embroidered initials. 


Shortly after I find the monogrammed handkerchief, I hear the front door 
shut and Lochlan comes knocking on mine. He finds me on the ground, the 
jacket in my lap. My mind feels like it’s floating inside an abyss. 

I’m unmoving as he takes the jacket from me, stuffing it in a garbage bag. 
He tucks a loc behind my ear and cradles my face between his hands. 
There’s nothing but concern in his blue eyes and for some reason, that 
makes me even more scared. He knows what I’ve done. 

“JBM,” I say hoarsely. “Jeffery Bartholomew Mauldin. I killed him, 
didn’t I?” 

“You didn’t kill him,” he says with finality. 

I so badly want to believe him. 

“But he’s dead, isn’t he?” I swallow hard. 

He gently caresses my cheek with his thumb. It’s too soothing. More than 
I deserve. “We need to get you in the shower now. Okay, réalta?” 

Even if I had the emotional energy to fight, I don’t have the physical 
energy. Every part of me, inside and out, feels drained. Bone-tired. 
Vomiting felt like running a marathon. My eyelids are so heavy. I just want 
to... sleep. 

“You gotta stay awake just a little longer.” Lochlan softly taps my cheek, 
and my eyes flutter open. 

“T’m so tired,” I drawl. 

Sorrow—or is it pity?—-shades his features, his brows knitting together. “I 
know, pretty girl. I know.” 

He scoops me up in his arms, bloody dress and all. He carries me straight 
to the bathroom and sets my feet down on the mat before turning on the rain 
shower. He grabs my shower cap off the hook but then returns it. He comes 


to stand in front of me and holds a hand out toward my hair. “May I?” 


“Mhmm.” I stand frozen like a doll as he thoughtfully grabs a section of 
locs and inspects them. He frowns, a pensive look on his face. 

“There’s at least a little... ,” he says to himself with a sigh. I assume he’s 
referring to blood. Jeffery Mauldin’s blood. The man I killed. 

He lets my hair fall softly onto my bare shoulders then rummages through 
my products on the vanity. He looks over his shoulder, two different bottles 
in his hands. “We have to wash your hair. Is there a product you want me to 
use?” 

My chest tightens. We have to wash your hair. Is there a product you want 
me to use. 

“My regular shampoo is fine.” 

He tucks that bottle under his arm then circles behind me. His fingers are 
light and warm as he unzips my ruined dress, I close my eyes at the small 
comfort. 

He comes back to face me. “You have to take everything off. I can leave 
while you undress, but it would be best if I help you wash to make sure you 
don’t miss any .. .” He trails off with an apologetic wince. 

“Blood? I get it.” He nods then looks down at his feet. The natural instinct 
to soothe the pained look on his face makes me feel more awake than I have 
all morning. “Hey.” I tip his chin up with my finger and meet his deep, 
wounded stare. “Thank you.” 

His mouth forms a tight line, and he leans forward to rest his forehead 
against mine. My eyes fall closed, and I sigh into his nearness. When he 
speaks, it sounds like there’s a knot of rose thorns in his throat, tangled 
vines of guilt and grief. “I will always take care of you. Whatever is in my 


power and then some. You hear me?” 


“I do.” I grab his hands hanging by his sides and give them a light 
squeeze. “I trust you.” 

I drop his hands and take a step toward the shower. It’s easier than I 
expect to slip the thin straps of my dress off my shoulders and let the whole 
thing fall to the floor. Despite everything we’ve done, it’s still the first time 
he’s seen me fully naked. Baring my physical form feels so irrelevant when 
I feel split open inside. 

I force myself to step into the shower. I fear if I stand here trembling a 
second longer, I might never move. The water’s sting is a welcome pain, a 
jolt to my senses cutting through the foggy state of my mind. There are two 
shower heads at one end and a large standing tub against the other. I stand 
under the stream, shivering despite the temperature. 

Lochlan follows behind me. He wasn’t wearing a shirt to begin with but 
doesn’t remove his athletic shorts. I close my eyes but hear him whisper at 
my back. “Please tell me, Stella. Are you hurt anywhere I can’t see?” I 
instantly know what he means. It’s a plea so drenched in emotion, I squeeze 
my eyes tighter, as if that could somehow stop it from seeping into my 
aching bones. The pain in his voice hurts more than any part of my body. 

His question makes me shift my legs and hips, searching for any soreness. 
That’s when the sob I’ve been holding down comes bursting to the surface. 
My shoulders wrack as I cry, burying my face in my hands. 

Lochlan doesn’t hesitate, stepping into the stream of water with no regard 
for his clothes. He spins me around and tucks me tight into his chest. His 
hands that are spread wide on my back curl into fists. 

“If he’s not already dead, he’s going to wish he were when I find him.” 


His words are thick with violent intent. 


I realize what he means, what he thinks my tears mean. I step back, and 
he loosens his arms, allowing space between us. “That’s not it.” I sniffle. “I 
don’t know why I’m crying. I think I-I’m relieved.” 

His brows furrow, the burning need to understand in his eyes. “What do 
you mean?” 

“T don’t know what happened but . . .” My words trip on a fleeting sob. 
“But I know nothing happened.” He looks at me still in confusion. “If I was 
—If someone... assaulted me, I’d be sore, and I’m not.” 

Comprehension then relief floods his face. I lick a drop of water from my 
upper lip and his eyes drop to the movement. “Thank god.” He pulls me 
back into him even tighter than before, like he isn’t scared of breaking me 
anymore. He exhales a heavy sigh, and I let it wash over me, finding solace 
in his warm, strong body and the knowledge that whatever happened, I 
survived. I’m alive. 

I’m here. In his arms. 


And I don’t think there’s anywhere else I want to be. 


After a scalding shower, my skin feels rubbed raw. My locs are heavy and 
wet. The knot in my chest tightens a little more when I recall how delicate 
he was, gently massaging my scalp and carefully rinsing the product. I’ve 
seen that boy run a towel once over his hair out of the shower and call it a 
day, so this level of attention and care surprised me. Though maybe it 


shouldn’t have. 


I dry my hair as much as I can with a cotton T-shirt, but it quickly soaks 
through. Lochlan holds his hand out. “Sorry, I’m gonna need that too.” I 
give it one last squeeze then hand it over. He shoves it into the garbage bag 
with our clothes, towels, and even the bath mat I undressed on. 

I watch him work, staying out of his way. He’s so methodical. Practiced. 
It makes me wonder. “Did you kill him?” 

He pours bleach he found in some closet down the shower drain. “No.” 

“Do you know who did?” 

“No.” 

Frustration leaks into my tone. “Then how do you know I didn’t kill 
him?” 

He stops what he’s doing and leans against the counter across from where 
I sit on the edge of the freestanding tub. “Because I know killers, and 
you’re not one.” 

“But I don’t remember—” 

“Trust me—” 

“But how do you know?” I don’t mean to yell, but it’s eating me up 
inside. I need to know. He nods like he intuitively understands my 
desperation. 

“You don’t remember anything, right? Not just bits and pieces. The entire 
night is a blank. When you woke up, were you feeling so tired, you could 
hardly move and your limbs felt like a thousand pounds?” I nod, my heart 
pounding harder at the exacting description. “You must have been 
drugged.” 

Somewhere in my brain, I suspected this, but still, the confirmation makes 
my stomach sink. People don’t roofie others just to tuck them safely into 
bed. 


“This wasn’t an accident.” At first, I think he’s talking about me being 
drugged, but then he adds, “Or self-defense. That amount of blood, that 
took effort, strength—you simply wouldn’t have been able to.” 

I drum my fingers against the porcelain basin, antsy despite feeling like I 
could sleep for two straight days. I look Lochlan in the eyes. He meets mine 
with a calmness I can’t begin to imagine, given the circumstances. I’m 


grateful for it. “So... what now?” 


1. Continue playing Voodoo in My Blood by Massive Attack, Young Fathers 
2. Continue playing Voodoo in My Blood by Massive Attack, Young Fathers 
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Chapter 15 


What a Way to Go 


Lochlan 


66 T US not too late to do it my way.” I reach for the gun in my waistband 
I as we walk up to the main office, and Stella’s hand bats mine away. 

“Torturing and interrogating guests is not the way I want to announce our 
new ownership,” she quips, her usual composure and wit beginning to 
return since earlier this morming. A hot shower really can fix almost 
anything. I chuckle to myself. 

I hold the door open for her as she continues, “You can’t just go around 
bashing heads in.” 

“T’ve never had a problem with it before,” I joke. The space looks more 


like a spa than an office. The walls are a gorgeous limewash, and the floor 


is poured and polished terrazzo. Under a geodesic dome skylight, there’s a 
live grove of tropical trees and giant orchids. 

The receptionist sits behind a solid marble desk and welcomes us. “Mr. 
Mauldin said you could go right in.” He holds out his hand toward 
Mauldin’s office. 

As we walk down the hallway, Stella half-whispers, half-chides, “Even if 
most of the people here didn’t have their own security who would 
undoubtedly stop you, what if you accidentally kill someone?” She pauses 
midway down the hallway and says quietly, “Then we’ll never know.” She 
chews on her lip and averts her gaze rather than finishing her thought. Her 
jaw works like she’s holding back tears. 

“Look at me,” I say. She begrudgingly breathes in through her nose then 
returns my gaze. There’s fear looking back at me, and it makes me feel like 
a hot iron is stabbing my ribs. She’s scared and I don’t have the answers. 
Yet. 

“You did not kill him and I’m going to prove it.” I lightly cup her jaw and 
brush my thumb over her cheekbone. “Do you trust me?” She blinks misty 
eyes and nods. “Good.” 

The tears that shimmer there are a rusty blade to the gut. Before this 
morning, I’d seen Stella cry twice in the fourteen years I’ve known her. 

Once was during a Gossip Girl marathon when Chuck and Blair broke up. 
In her defense, she was running a fever and on her period. I don’t really 
count it. The only other time was when Cash was shot three times during a 
deal gone bad. One bullet punctured his lung, another narrowly missed his 
aorta, and the final one nicked his spleen. He went onto the operating table 


with a ten percent chance of making it through surgery. 


I remember her breaking down in the waiting room of our private hospital 
suite. It was like seeing an angel weep. I didn’t think I’d survive losing my 
brother, but as I tried to comfort her—the best I could as a scared sixteen- 
year-old— I knew Cash dying wouldn’t be the worst part. It would be 
watching everyone else collapse in his absence. 

Thank god that fucker is hard to kill. 

We continue down the hall, and her hand reaches for the door. I cover hers 
with mine on the handle and a weighted moment passes between us. She 
looks up at me through her lashes expectantly. 

“For the record, I haven’t accidentally killed anyone since I was 
seventeen. Have some faith in me, réalta.” 

Her face transforms in a flash as she fights back a laugh. “Oh, how I 
wound you.” 

She pushes open the door, head held high and self-assuredness in her 
stride. Her resilience never ceases to amaze me. Clark sits behind his desk, 
and she takes a seat directly across from him like it’s her office. You would 
never guess she was catatonic, drugged, and reeling with trauma mere hours 
ago. 

In all the time she’s spent with our family, she’s never crossed into our 
darkness. Now, she’s been thrown in headfirst. But if anyone can make it 
through without losing her light, it’s her. 

“T am truly sorry for your loss,” she says kindly, and I take the seat next to 
her. 

“Thank you.” He nods tersely. “Jeffery was a bastard, but he was still my 
brother. I want to know who did this, but to be perfectly honest with you 


two, it was only a matter of time before something like this happened.” I 


hide my surprise at his change in tone from this morning, when he was 
ready to bust down my door, guns blazing. 

“Before we begin working on a solution to our mutual problem—” Stella 
leans forward. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that any withheld or 
misrepresented information that pertains to Summerland or its operations 
will void our offer, and we will be fully within our right to back out of our 
deal.” 

I sit back and watch Mauldin’s face drop. If he was considering mincing 
words, he’s not anymore. She’s smart to remind him what’s on the line. 
After he all but said his brother got what he deserved, it’s clear he cares 
more about his financials than justice. 

He nods in unspoken agreement to her terms. “Jeffery was good at two 
things: spending money and making enemies.” 

I take a calculated bluff. “Right, so now you’re ready to tell us about his 
business with the Jaksi¢s>?” 

“You know about that?” He leans back in his leather chair and crosses his 
arm, defenses rising. 

“I know enough, but this is your chance to tell us everything.” I don’t 
know shit. Only suspected, which he just confirmed. “Start from the 
beginning.” 

He takes a deep breath and steeples his fingers. “Jeffery was in deep with 
some dangerous people—” 

“Gambling?” I ask, and he nods. “How much are we talking?” 

“He put up two of our hotels as collateral.” His lip curls, his resentment 
palpable. “That’s why we decided to sell Summerland, so we could pay 
back what he owed without giving up our Mauldins.” Mauldin Hotel was a 


luxury chain founded by their father which now has at least a dozen 


locations. “We’d been considering selling anyway, so this just forced our 
hand.” 

“And the JakSi¢s?” I push. 

“Right. Well, before he got in over his head, he was able to somewhat 
keep up with his habit by blackmailing guests. I’m sure you’ve figured out 
that this place, especially Libidine, can bring out the sinner in everyone. 
Guests know that for their privacy, we don’t have any surveillance cameras. 
Some get caught up in the veil of anonymity, do things that, in the light of 
day, they want to keep in the dark.” 

Stella’s eyes dart toward me as he says this. Then a realization flashes in 
her eyes and she turns to Mauldin. “The club didn’t have cameras, but 
Jeffery did.” 

“Exactly. He had compromising photos and videos of dozens of guests—” 

“He may have caught his own murder on camera,” she exclaims. 

He sighs. “After I found out he was blackmailing Marcella, I took them 
all down. He had to stop before . . . something like this happened.” 

Blackmail is a perfectly reasonable excuse for murder, yet something still 
isn’t sitting right with me. “If you knew he was blackmailing people, why 
did you accuse me first? Seems like his victims would be the most obvious 
choice.” 

“IT apologize about that.” He looks to the ceiling, embarrassed. “I had just 
found him. I was in shock. It was so grisly, so .. .” He waves his hands like 
he’s searching for the right word. “Brutal, and with all due respect, your 
family’s reputation . . .” He bobbles his head as if to say fill in the blanks. 

“How was he killed?” Stella blurts out then presses her lips together 


firmly, like she didn’t mean to. 


“He was in one of the private rooms. On a St. Andrew’s cross. Someone 
had, uh... had cut off his penis and, um—” He clears his throat and shakes 
his head. “Stuffed it in his mouth.” 

Stella’s jaw falls open. “Jesus Christ.” 

“To be fair, that does sound like something I’d do.” I shrug with a light 
chuckle. Stella shoots me a death glare. “With all due respect,” I add with a 
friendly smile. 

“Anyway,” she says dramatically, and Mauldin switches his attention to 
her instead of staring at me with a mixture of disgust and terror. “Despite 
what Lochlan just said, it actually sounds like something a woman would 
do. The whole dick thing isn’t something you’d do just to stop a 
blackmailer. If that was the goal, why not make it look like an accident or 
just shoot him?” 

I consider this and think out loud. “You’re right, this was personal. They 
wanted him to suffer. They wanted to make a point.” 

We sit in silence for a few moments, processing, thinking. Stella is the one 


to speak first. “Call Ilya JakSi¢. I have an idea.” 


“This has to be violating a dozen different health codes.” Stella grimaces as 
we stand face-to-face with a very frosty Jeffery Mauldin packed in a chest 
freezer within a larger meat locker. She scrunches her nose. “Is this really 


necessary?” 


I scoff dramatically. “God, yes. He would smell worse than landfill right 
now—” 

“T don’t mean freezing him.” Her lip tugs in a disgusted sneer. 

When Clark couldn’t find his brother this morning, he thought he might 
have fallen asleep drunk in one of the private rooms. Something he’s 
apparently done before. Instead of passed out, he found him still on the 
cross, pants around his ankles and dick in his mouth. 

What a way to go. 

He didn’t want to call the police for obvious reasons, so this freezer in an 
overflow storage building was the next best option. 

“Oh.” I understand her meaning now. “Necessary? No. But hey, aren’t you 
the one always saying how dramatic us Fox men are?” I wink and she rolls 
her eyes. 

“Let’s just get this over with,” she grumbles. 

I peer into the freezer next to her. “All things considered, he doesn’t look 
too bad.” 

“You’re terrible,” she says, stifling a laugh. 

Ice crystals cling to his eyelashes and facial hair, and his skin is ghostly 
pale with blue-gray undertones. He’s fully dressed, minus the suit jacket 
that was in Stella’s room. His pants are pulled back up, but his dress shirt is 
stained with blood. His mouth is frozen open, making it look like he’s 
yawning. 

Once I get what I came for, we go straight to the JakSi¢s’s villa. Mauldin 
made sure Ilya and his son would be out by inviting them to a private 
luncheon by a spotlight Michelin-star chef. It was almost too easy for him 


to come up with a misogynistic reason to explain excluding Marcella, 


something about “the finest quality steaks being wasted on a woman who 
only eats bird food.” 

Their villa is almost identical to ours but more secluded and off the main 
path. As soon as I ring the doorbell, Stella starts getting fidgety, toying with 
her necklace and glancing nervously around. I know she must be anxious. 
Our current theory is Marcella drugged Stella to frame her. 

I set a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to be here if you don’t want 
to be.” 

“No, I do.” She stills and rolls her shoulders. “I want to ask her ‘why 
me?’ myself.” She doesn’t say it out loud, but I know that’s not all. I’m sure 
she wants to look Marcella in the eyes when she confesses. To know for 
certainty that she isn’t a murderer. 

Seconds later, Marcella opens the grand front door. She looks like a 
Barbie, dressed in a pink bikini and skirt, and is dwarfed by a solid wood, 
floor-to-ceiling door. 

“Stella!” she says jubilantly, lifting her sunglasses onto the top of her 
head. She waves us inside, talking as she walks into their living area. The 
doors to their deck and pool are open, sunlight streaming in. 

“Oh my god, are you as hungover as I am?” She flops down on a plush 
white couch. 

Stella grits her teeth and forces a smile. “I’ve been better.” 

“Oh, sorry, Ilya isn’t here,” she says to me as if just noticing I’m here too. 
“Some boys thing.” She waves her hand in dismissal, lying back on a giant 
pillow, while Stella and I remain standing. 

“I’m actually here to see you,” I say casually, and she sits up, eyeing me 
with a nervous twitch to her lips. Wordlessly, I hand her a gift box with an 


absurdly large silver bow flopped over the top. 


She looks at me, then it, and back again. “Um, what’s this?” Her pitch 
rises on the end of her question, and budding excitement inflates in my 
chest. These are always my favorite moments, when someone goes from 
thinking they got away to realizing how absolutely fucked they are. There’s 
nothing quite like watching a person’s life flash before their eyes as they 
relive all the dumb decisions that got them here. 

“Open it,” Stella says sharply, making Marcella flinch. Her claws are 
coming out, and I can’t deny the way it makes my cock twitch. 

As she slowly peels the lid off, she twists her head to the side as if she’s 
expecting something to jump out at her. Her face scrunches in confusion as 
she looks inside. 

“What is—oh my god, is that a—” She gasps loudly. Her eyelids flutter, 
and she teeters in her seat before slumping unconscious. 

“Did she just faint?” Stella rushes to the couch. She frantically shakes 
Marcella, yelling at me to do something. 


“Well.” I sigh, disappointed. “I guess she isn’t the killer.” 
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Chapter 16 


Messy, Messy 


Stella 


‘a4 ait, so you thought I killed Jeffery and brought me his sawed-off 

W/ sic because .. . ?” Marcella rubs her temples as she takes in 
everything we just told her about Jeffery’s murder, the blackmail, 
suspecting her, and our plan to confront her. 

Lochlan sits back down in a recliner, cracking open a beer he helped 
himself to from her fridge. “Dramatic effect,” he says then flashes me a 
mischievous smile. I try to ignore the spark of heat when he does. This is 
not the time. 


She furrows her brows skeptically. “Uh-huh.” 


He holds up his hands in defense. “It’s not like I expected you to pass the 
fuck out.” 

She scoffs. “Right, because every girl wants a dead man’s dick in a box.” 

When Lochlan sets his beer down and moves to get up, I beat him to it. 
“Jesus, it’s like being right back at the Den.” I point at him. “You, sit down. 
And you”—TI look at Marcella—“call your man. Get him here. If you didn’t 
kill Jeffery, odds are he did.” 

“T can’t.” She grimaces. 

“Why not?” 

“Tlya is with him—” 

“Oh, shit.” Lochlan’s eyes widen in revelation as he leans forward onto 
his elbows. “You’re fucking Clark, aren’t you?” 

“Ew, no.” She scrunches her nose then hesitantly adds. “But he’s close to 
Ilya.” 

“Messy.” He laughs and relaxes back again. 

I ignore him. “How close?” 

Her eyes shift from side to side while she purses her lips. I lift my brow 
impatiently and she finally spills. “I’m having an affair with Bojan—” 

Lochlan whoops and claps his hands together. “Now that is messy.” 

Lost, I ask, “Who?” 

“His son,” they say at the same time. 


I fall back onto the couch, shaking my head and tutting. “Oh, girl.” 


We hear the keys jingle from the kitchen. All three of us simultaneously 
whip our heads toward the front door. “That was fast—” Lochlan musings 
are cut off by Marcella frantically pushing us across the kitchen. 

“Get in, get in.” She shoves us inside a broom closet. Of course, out of all 
the closets in this place, we are squeezed into the smallest one. ! 

We pack into the narrow space. Light streams in through slats in the door, 
covering us in dim stripes and allowing a choppy view out. Our chests are 
almost flush against each other, and when I look up at Lochlan, he tilts his 
head to the side, eyes hooded as they drop to my mouth. 

I’m drawn to the small flick of his tongue as he wets his bottom lip. His 
throat bobs on a swallow and as his hands find their way onto my hips, my 
breath hitches. His voice is a low purr as he whispers, “You can’t look at me 
like that.” 

“Like what?” I breathe, barely audible. 

He tugs me closer, our hips pressing together, and my heart patters wildly. 
His lips hover by my ear, his breath hot and teasing on my neck. “Like you 
want me to make you come in this dingy, little closet while you fight back 
your screams.” 

I hear the heavy front door open and without thinking, I clamp my hand 
over Lochlan’s mouth. I feel him smile under my palm as he tightens his 
grip on my hips. My stomach flutters while my mind focuses on the other 
side of the closet door. I hold my breath as I listen to Marcella squeal in 
greeting. 

“What’s so urgent you needed to see me? Thought you’d be tired after this 
morning,” he jokes, pulling her in by the waist. Bojan’s accent is lighter 


than his father’s, more Americanized. “My father’s headed to the spa. We 


have at least an hour . . .” He toys with the strings of her bikini. She 
playfully pushes his hands away and anxiously looks toward the closet. 

Come on, Marcella, keep it together. I pray she doesn’t give us away 
before he confesses. It could be our only chance to catch him by surprise. 

“IT know. I sent him. I said I’d meet him there, so we actually don’t have 
long, but I wanted to thank you for what you did.” She wraps her arms 
around his neck, and he grins ear to ear like he’s about to get lucky. 

“And what exactly did I do? Other than give you the best dick of your 
life.” He gyrates his hips and she trills a fake laugh. God, do women really 
fall for that? 

I must be making a face because I feel Lochlan’s hot breath from his nose 
as he laughs. I widen my eyes to silently shush him. He mimics Bojan’s 
movements, but in the confined space, it’s less of a wiggle and more of a 
teasing roll. His hands, still on my hips, glide over the curve of my ass. 
There’s a testing glint in his eyes as he continues to slide them lower. His 
fingers brush the hem of my shorts. 

His fingertips teasing my inseam and brushing against my inner thighs 
make me miss the first part of Marcella’s sentence. “. . . taking care of our 
little blackmail problem.” 

I rock forward in an attempt to weasel away from his soft touches and 
their distracting, dizzying effect. It only presses me tighter to his front. 
When I feel his hard cock against my stomach, my hand on his mouth drops 
and I try to take a step back. He resists, fingers digging harder into my flesh 
as he lowers his mouth. I hold my breath as his lips slant a mere inch from 
mine. Every inch of my skin buzzes— 

“Blackmail? What are you talking about?” Bojan’s flirty tone is gone in 


an instant. Lochlan’s hands freeze and he looks at the closet door, his stare 


intent, like he only just started paying attention. My chest deflates with a 
mixture of relief and disappointment. 

Bojan backs up. He throws a finger back and forth between them. “Are 
you saying someone knows about us?” He’s either an incredible actor or 
he’s just been completely blindsided. 

Lochlan and I exchange a look as another suspect is crossed off our list. 

“Isn’t that why you killed Jeffery?” Marcella asks point blank. 

“Jeffery’s dead? Someone murdered him?” Genuine shock paints his 
features. 

“He had photos, videos. I thought he must be blackmailing you too—” 

“Jesus, no.” He shoves his fingers into his hair, tugging on the roots. “It 
must have been my father.” He begins to pace, dragging his hand over his 
face. “He’s going to kill you—he’s going to kill me! I have to go, have to 
get out of here—” 

“Wait, Bojan.” Marcella scampers after him as he shoves his phone and 
keys back into his pockets. 

“No, no.” He throws his hands in the air to dodge her reach for him. “He 
won’t forgive me twice.” 

“Twice?” Her voice drops. “He already knows? Oh god... .” 

“Well, no, not about us.” Bojan’s eyes shift uncomfortably. “You 
remember Milena, don’t you?” 

“His bitch of an ex-wife? Of course, what does she have to do with—oh, 
you bastard!” My hand flies to cover my mouth as Marcella slaps him 
across the face. 

This is better than any reality TV show. 

“Do you sleep with all your dad’s wives? Ugh, get out!” She shoves him 


out and slams the door before releasing a frustrated yell. 


Lochlan looks at me, tongue in cheek, and I snort a laugh as we say 


simultaneously, “Messy. ” 


My eyes water as I yawn yet again, making the words in the book I’m 
trying to read blur. “I don’t know how I’m going to make it to dinner.” I pat 
my cheeks in a futile attempt to wake myself up. 

“Take a nap. I’ll make sure you’re awake on time.” Lochlan comes to join 
me on the couch back at our villa, sliding under my legs and resting my feet 
in his lap. 

“No, you can’t let me fall asleep.” I look at him seriously. 

“Why not? You need—and deserve—the rest.” He picks up a surfing 
magazine off the side table and opens it to a random page. 

“Because if I fall asleep now, I don’t think I’Il be able to wake up for a 
week.” I’ve been running on pure adrenaline since this morning. Even lying 
down on the couch was probably a mistake. I should have found something 
to keep me busy until our plans tonight. 

After Bojan turned out to be absolutely clueless to the blackmail, his 
motive to kill Jeffery disappeared. Which left Ilya himself as our next most 
obvious suspect. After we more or less blew up her affair with her stepson, 
Marcella wasn’t all too happy to help us again, but Lochlan made her come 
around. 

Speaking of, I say, “It was a smart move, your bluff to get Marcella to 


cooperate with our idea.” 


“Oh, it wasn’t a bluff. I really did record her entire interaction with 
Bojan,” he nonchalantly reveals, flipping a page in his magazine. “Though I 
don’t know how much leverage it will hold if Jaksi¢ already knows of the 
affair.” 

“All the while trying to get into my pants.” I feign being impressed. 
“Quite the multi-tasker.” 

He simply grins. “You know me, Stella Mae. I aim to please.” Words that 
I would have laughed off a week ago now make my cheeks flush. 

It’s a weird mix of excited nerves and guilt that accompany the heat in my 
cheeks. On one hand, I’m seeing Lochlan in a new light, feeling things I 
never considered, let alone entertained. But on the other hand, I’m going 
down a dead-end road. 

He’s simply not the kind of guy I should be with. 

Let’s set aside the whole career criminal and mob enforcer thing for a 
second. He’s almost a decade younger and still in his hoe phase. I’m too 
happy with the current role he plays in my life to risk ruining it. 

What happens on the island, stays on the island. 

I don’t have the mental capacity to interrogate these foreign and complex 
feelings right now, so I change the subject. “You know what this all reminds 
me of? When Harlow went all amateur sleuth on Cash and had her little 
impromptu murder investigation.” 

He laughs. “Poor girl, she really tried.” He puts down the magazine and 
picks up my foot resting in his lap. “She’s never going to live that down.” 

I groan as he massages the ball of my foot. “Now you’re playing dirty.” I 
close my eyes and rest my head back on the armrest. “You know I can’t turn 
down a good foot rub.” Especially after wearing heels all last night, this is 


damn close to heaven. 


I crack a lid open, and he smirks back, like he won an argument. There’s 
also a hint of something tender in his eyes. It makes my heart feel all 
twisted up because this will end when we leave. 

“T promise I’ll wake you.” 

“T’m just resting my eyes,” I insist. 

“Mhmm,” he hums. “Sure.” 

The laughter in his voice is the last soothing thing I need to drift off to 


Sleep. 


1. Play “Closer” by Kings of Leon 
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Chapter 17 


Unidentified #2 


feel an arm wrap around my waist right before I reach the exit. 
I “Careful now,” he says mockingly as I stumble in an attempt to pull 
away from him. My vision is blurry, disoriented, but I recognize him 
immediately by the smell of overpowering cologne and clove cigarettes. 

I thought I'd fall asleep right there in the middle of the party. But when he 
led me to a booth, the leather cushion looked like a dreamy cloud to rest my 
head on. When someone new joined the table—his friend, I think—I left 
while they were mid-conversation. 

Now, he’s found me again. 

I’m awake but not aware, like sleepwalking. I fall back on a soft surface, 
a mattress, with no memory of how I ended up in this room. Something 


tightens around my wrist, pulling it above my head. A little voice in the back 


of my head tells me this is bad, that I should be scared, try to get away... 


but it’s so quiet and it feels too good to just close my eyes. 
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Chapter 18 


Dream Murder Destination 


Lochlan 


never wake Stella up. Instead, I carry her to her bed after Marcella texts 

me that Ilya is staying home to host a poker game. I lay a towel over her 
pillow and spread out her locs so they can continue to air-dry while she 
sleeps like a rock through the night. 

The next morning, I watch her push the same piece of pineapple around 
her plate for five minutes before saying something. “What do you say about 
a boat day? There’s an island with a black sand beach real close.” 

She drops her fork and looks at me like I have three heads. “Did you 


forget about the whole trying to solve a murder thing?” 


“Hey, we did a lot yesterday. I think we deserve the day off.” I try to 
persuade her with a smile—I know she’s often immune to my charm, but 
itll never stop me from trying. She taps her finger on the table, 
unconvinced, so I add, “The island is locked down, no murderers are getting 
away.” 

She looks down at her uneaten food. “I just feel like we should be doing 
something.” 

“You always feel like that, killer on the loose or not. It’s okay to slow 
down.” I want to add that I don’t like seeing her hesitant and withdrawn. I 
know yesterday was a lot for her. It would be for anybody, especially 
someone who’s not in the life. She’s adjacent, but not in the thick of it. 
Until now. 

Curiosity sparks in her eyes. “You said black sand?” ! 

“Mhmm.” I come around to where she’s sitting and take her hands, 
pulling her out of her chair. “An underground volcano range created a 
sandbar, and the highest point formed a little island just for us.” 

I shuffle backward, dragging her along with me. She lets her head fall 
back in exasperation, but I still catch the crack of a smile. It’s small but hits 
me like a tidal wave. I swear on my mother’s grave, I’Il do whatever I can 
to keep her smiling like that for the rest of my life. 

“Black sand, private beach, endless sunshine, wide open ocean.” I paint a 
persuasive picture as I pull her into her room and push her onto the bed. She 
laughs as I start throwing items I find strewn about at her: swimsuit, tote 
bag, sun cover-up, beach blanket. 

I plop her wide, straw hat on my head. “I’m keeping this. Now, get ready, 


we'll leave in five.” 


I had resort security prepare an outboard motorboat for me on the far side of 
the island. Stella eyes it skeptically. It has two wood benches across the 
hull and all metal siding. It certainly doesn’t look like much, but it will get 
us there. “We’re not going far. You can see it from here.” I point to a green 
blob on the horizon. 

She puts her hand on her hip. “Is this a ploy to kill me out in the middle of 
the ocean so you can take all of Summerland for yourself?” 

I throw our cooler and bags into the boat then move closer to her. She lifts 
her chin as I step even closer, her chest rising with a held breath. My body 
begins to sear, like she’s an open flame and I’m made of gasoline. 

“You want Summerland? I’ll give it to you. In a heartbeat.” I trail a finger 
down her jaw to her uplifted chin. “And if I were trying to kill you, you’d 
never see it coming.” 

Proving my point, I have her tossed over my shoulder and upside down 
before she can even scream in surprise. 

I kick the boat into the water and step inside. “Lochlan!” she yells, still 
dangling upside down, as the boat wobbles under my weight. I shift from 
foot to foot, intentionally making it rock even more. “You said I wasn’t a 
killer, but you’re gonna make me one if you don’t knock it off.” 

Laughing, I set her down, and despite her murderous insistence, she 
seems the lightest she’s been. I start the engine and steer us out toward the 


open ocean. I can feel the weight drifting off her the farther we get from 


Summerland, away from the blood and deceit, missing memories, and 
unanswered questions. 

Before we reach the sandbar, I cut the engine and open the cooler. “Would 
you like the honors?” 

Stella peers at the tied-up garbage bag inside. “Are those my clothes?” 

I nod. “Plus a few dumbbells.” 

She stares at them wordlessly for a few moments, facing it down like an 
enemy, and I would kill to know what’s going on behind those deep brown 
eyes. She stands, reaching for the bag hesitantly at first, then decisively 
yanking it out of the cooler. She swings it back then throws it into the ocean 
with such force, the entire boat rocks like it was hit by a wake. 

“Good fucking riddance.” She sits back down with an accomplished sigh 
then looks up at me with a smile, a new spark in her eye. “A beach day 
sounds really nice.” 

I couldn’t hide my smile if I tried. “That’s my girl.” I dip my straw hat at 
her like the gentleman I pretend to be and start the motor back up. 

The bottomless, indigo water gives way to ebony sand as we putter onto 
the bar. I toss the anchor out and grab our things. She reaches for her bag, 
and I swipe it out of her reach, slinging it over my shoulder. “As long as 
I’m breathing, réalta.” I remind her of my promise to her on our first day 
here, that she’ never have to carry her own bags. 

I step out of the boat into knee-deep, cold water. I involuntarily shiver as I 
offer her my hand, and she grimaces. “It’s freezing, isn’t it?” 

“You don’t have to worry about that.” As soon as she places her hand in 
mine, I sweep her legs out of the boat with my other arm, cradling her 


above the water. She rolls her eyes as she usually does at my antics. 


I can only hope I’m proving to her they are more than just tactics to get in 
her pants, but genuine care for her. She wraps her arm around my neck, and 
I think just maybe I’m succeeding. 

It feels so fucking natural holding her like this. Like she dropped from the 
sky and landed right in my arms. 

It’s less than fifty yards to the beach and when we reach it, I let her down 
even though I want nothing more than to hold her close. 

The flat, smooth stretch of the beach isn’t very long. Big boulders and 
stones pile on either side at the base of a small, rocky cliff. One of the 
bartenders told me about a rough trail on the other side that climbs to the 
top and gives you a three-sixty view of the Atlantic. 

Stella clears an area of driftwood and lays out our blanket. I take off my 
shirt and settle on my back. The black sand trapping the sun’s heat warms 
the fabric. I’m about to close my eyes when Stella lifts the hem of her dress. 

Shamelessly, I prop myself up on my elbows as she pulls it over her head, 
revealing a simple black bikini. She’s backlit by the sun, illuminating every 
perfect line of her. I savor the vision, my gaze slowly traveling up her long 
legs to the curve of her hips and toned stomach. My heart hammers as my 
eyes rove over the swell of her breasts, her delicate collarbones, and it 
utterly stops when I reach her face, soulful eyes meeting mine fearlessly. 

“You are... Fuck.” I shake my head. “There are no words to describe 
how beautiful you are. To even try would be an insult.” 

Boldly, she says, “Try.” 

“T could stare at you for days and still, you’d take my breath away.” She 
quirks her head to the side, like she can’t quite tell if I’m serious. 

“Shut up.” She throws her balled-up dress at me and sits down, rolling her 


eyes. But her lip twitches like she’s fighting a smile, and that’s all I need to 


see. I roll over and reach for her hips. She stops me by shoving a bottle of 
sunscreen in my chest. “I knew you’d forget to pack it.” 

Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes. “I wish you could spend just one day 
not having to think about anybody else.” I laugh it off and return to my side 
of the blanket, but deep down, I mean it. 


She opens her book and shrugs, unfazed. “It’s just who I am.” 


Stella lies on her back, her sun hat covering her face. ° I can’t tell if she’s 
asleep or not. I watch her stomach rise and fall on steady breaths. I trail a 
finger lightly down the middle of her abdomen and trace the top of her 
bikini bottoms. I see the smallest twitch of her lower stomach and my heart 
beats a little faster. 

Slowly, I climb over her, not touching her except for a soft kiss above her 
belly button. She sucks in a sharp breath. “Are you sleeping?” My voice is 
husky, already thick with desire. 

“Yes,” she says, and I can practically hear the eye roll under her hat. 

I chuckle. “That’s too bad.” Hovering above her, I press another kiss 
under her ribs then in the dip of her hip bones. 

She does her best to ignore me, but I feel the way she tenses under each 
brush of my lips. Watching her lose control, even if it’s minuscule 
movements, is fucking addicting. 

I sit back on my heels, my knees on either side of her legs, and drag my 


hands down the side of her body, stopping to toy with the strings of her 


bottoms. 

She doesn’t say anything until I gently begin to tease down the waistband. 
Pulling back her hat, she eyes me, squinting against the sun. “Don’t even 
think about it. There are places I’m not willing to get sand in.” 

“Okay.” I smirk and flip onto my back, taking her with me so she 
straddles my hips. Her hat flies onto the blanket by our side. “Then sit on 
my face.” 

“What?” She laughs in surprise. 

“Sit. On. My. Face.” I arrogantly enunciate each word. “Come on, after 
everything that’s happened, you certainly deserve an orgasm or two.” She 
purses her lips together, fighting back a smile. “Or at the very least, do it to 
shut me up.” 

She cracks, barking a laugh. The sound creates a blossoming warmth deep 
in my chest. Giving me a smug look, she pulls on the strings of her bikini, 
untying her bottoms. I grin devilishly, palming her hips. “That’s right, baby, 
get up here and use me. 

“You said you’d shut up,” she quips as she moves up my body. 

“Give me that pussy and I will,” I taunt, and she glares at me. 

That makes the satisfaction I feel when she lowers herself onto my mouth 
all the more wicked. I steady her hips with a firm grip on either side and 
drag my tongue, wide and flat, through her sweet cunt. 

“Oh,” she says in breathy surprise, and I bask in my greediness for more. 
I dive my tongue between her folds and caress her inner lips before flicking 
her clit with the tip. 

She reaches behind to cover my hands with her own and rocks her pelvis 
into me. I hungrily match her movements by grinding my tongue against 


her clit. I’m rewarded with her gorgeous moans and sharp intakes of breath. 


She takes what she wants so unapologetically and unashamedly that I’ve 
never been more certain than I am in this moment: she’s destined to be a 
Fox. 

She unlaces her fingers from mine and runs them into my hair. I roll my 
eyes back to look into hers. “Take out your cock. Stroke yourself while you 
lick my pussy.” Simple words have never sounded so filthy. They’re like 
lightning striking straight into my bloodstream. 

I lift my hips to shove my shorts down and grip my cock. When I glide 
my thumb over my head, I’m not surprised to feel pre-cum wetting the tip. 
Being used by Stella is the fucking highlight of my life. I swell with pride 
and a little disbelief that this is real. 

I slide my hand up and down my length, making me groan into her. Her 
legs squeeze the side of my head, and she mewls, “Fuck, Lochlan. When 
you moan like that—” I do it again and her words are cut off by a needy 
whimper. 

The sounds of our pleasure whip into the air, dancing with the seabirds 
and crashing tide. It’s like we are the last two people on earth, surviving on 
our lust for each other alone. 

I slip my free hand under her and push my fingers into her drenched cunt. 
She immediately bucks against my mouth, sinking farther down onto them. 
I curl them inside her and pulse against her G-spot. She seems to lose 
herself in the feeling, rocking and grinding all while gasping for air. 

“Oh god,” she cries, and her thighs begin to shake, her movements 
becoming deep and desperate. I continue to stroke and press on the spot that 
drives her wild. “Fuck, Lochlan. Fuuuck, I’m gonna come.” Her moans are 
sharp and heady as her legs clamp down around my head and she squirts all 


over my tongue. Warm liquid floods my mouth and face. 


Her cum is slightly salty and erotic as hell. She exhales deeply and slides 
off my chin, her body soft and loose. “That was fucking amazing.” She 
sighs, blissed out and pleased. 

Moving down my body, she rubs her ass against my hard cock. She gives 
me a drunken, half-lidded look, biting her lip while she rises onto her knees 
and takes my shaft in her hand. My blood hammers. “Gonna ride my cock 
like you rode my tongue? Always so greedy, aren’t you, réalta?” 

She gives me a cocky smirk and sinks down on me. “Fuck,” I groan deep 
and ragged, my head digging back into the sand. Her pussy is fucking sin 
incarnate. Heaven and hell wrapped into one. 

Arching her back, she folds forward and clasps my head between her 
palms. She tilts it to the side and licks a long, obscene path through her 
cum. Her pussy clenches when she tastes herself, and I swear to god, I’m 
going to combust into pure ether. 

Once she leans back and begins riding me, I bend my knees and plant my 
heels to thrust up into her. She palms my chest for support, her mouth 
falling open on one continuous gasp. Sweat beads my brow and fire pumps 
through my veins at feeling her around me, on top of me. 

I palm her tits, and she unties her top. The skimpy fabric falls away and I 
groan, shaking my head in disbelief. “Goddamn. And here I was thinking 
you couldn’t possibly get any hotter.” Gold metal pierces her nipples; dainty 
flowers made of pearls dot the end of each bar. 

I thumb the jewelry and she laughs. “How did you not see them in the 
shower?” 

I’m baffled. “I have no fucking idea.” 

I wrap my arms around her back and sit up so I can suck one of her 


breasts into my mouth. 


“Yesss.” She hums in delight and weaves her fingers into my hair, holding 
me close while I gently pluck and bite her studded nipple. 

Our moans share space as she slowly grinds up and down my cock while I 
lick and kiss her tits, neck, chest. I want to intimately know every inch of 
skin. The taste, the smell, the feel. I want to know exactly what she likes 
and how she wants it. 

My orgasm comes upon me like a slow building wave. My breathing gets 
choppy, and she clutches me tighter, kissing my mouth like she could drown 
in me. I grind out, “Where do you want me, baby?” 

She strokes her fingers behind my ears and whispers against my lips, 
“Come inside me.” 

“Fuck, please. Please,” I plead, suddenly weak and absolutely wrecked 
with the need to do just that. 

She keeps gently tracing the shell of my ear and the sensitive spot behind 
it. “I want it so bad.” 

I bury my face into her neck as I come with a strangled groan and feverish 
waves of pleasure. I cling to her warm body, wrapped up in a lightheaded 
combination of complete relaxation and buzzing energy. 

She kisses my sweaty temple, running her fingers through my hair, and I 


sigh into her skin. “I think I’m fucking addicted to you, réalta.” 


Before this trip, I saw Stella stare down a man twice her size with a 


megaphone outside a women’s health clinic. Her sister, who works there, 


gets harassed daily coming and going by bigoted, anti-abortion protesters. 
Stella stood up to this man and whittled him down with cutting words. He 
withered under her passion and ire. 

I’ve seen her break up countless bar fights, once even smashing a bottle 
over a man’s head. I’ve seen her so mad, she’s rendered speechless, and 
I’ve seen her so mad that the things that came out of her mouth could rival a 
Sailor. 

I’ve seen her furious, irate, and every shade of anger in between. 

But never have I seen her like this. 

The fifth time her hair gets caught on one of the scraggly bushes we are 
crawling and climbing through on our way to the top of the cliff, I no longer 
think her threats to castrate me are hyperbolic. 

“Tf this is a trail, then I am a fucking mermaid—ow, you son of a bitch!” 
she hollers, and I look behind me to see her picking a thorn from a branch 
out of her hand. 

“I said we could turn around,” I point out, and I’m pretty sure the glare 
she gives me would shrivel a weaker man’s balls. 

“One, I don’t need your permission to turn around.” She rests her hands 
on her knees and takes a big breath. “Two, we were already halfway up, so 
we might as well continue. And three, this view better be worth it. After this 
hell, I want to see God.” She huffs. 

I chuckle and wiggle my eyebrows. “I can arrange that.” 

“Goddamn it.” She exhales, annoyed. 

“Hey, you walked right into that one,” I shoot back and continue walking 
up the rugged hillside. 

She’s more or less silent for the rest of the climb, save some of the most 


creative combinations of curse words I’ve ever heard. When we reach the 


top, there’s a small outcropping of reedy, windbeaten grass, but goddamn— 

“That...” She releases an awed breath. “That is worth it.” An endless 
expanse of ocean surrounds us, Summerland just an inconsequential blip 
among a Sea of serenity. 

She stares at the scenic surroundings, but I can’t look away from her, 
loving the marvel lighting up on her face. I feel truly blessed that I get to 
share this moment with her. The sky above us looks like the beginning of a 
war between gods. To our right, the first rays of the sunset are blazing 
boldly from the horizon, but to our left, dark gray storm clouds are brewing, 
creeping closer like an invading evil army. 

I need to feel her in my arms again. 

So, I stand behind her and wrap them across her chest. Her hands reach up 
and hold onto my forearms while I rest my chin on the top of her head. She 
leans back into me and sighs softly. I have a split second of intense clarity, 
and suddenly I know without a doubt that this feeling, right here, is utter 
contentment. 

“Still want to push me off the edge?” I tease. 

“Ask me again after the hike back down.” 

“By then you’ll have missed your chance.” I laugh. “You really would 
make a lousy murderer.” 

She laughs with me but then goes silent. I wish I could see her face right 
now. I drop my arms and turn her around. She has a worrisome look that 
makes my concern spike. “What is it?” I ask. 

“What about Clark? Do you think he could have killed his brother?” she 
asks like it’s inconceivable that someone could kill their own brother. It’s 
unconscionable, but not inconceivable. And there’s a lot of people without 


consciences. 


“He found the body and then pointed fingers at everyone else, including 
us,” she reminds me. “He even said that his brother got what he deserved. 
Maybe he got sick of cleaning up his messes.” 

“T thought the same thing,” I admit. “But some things don’t make sense. I 
was with him in the club when he was killed—” 

“But that could have been intentional, right? Hired someone to do it so 
he’d have an alibi. Some of the goons that work for him, I can see it,” she 
says adamantly. 

“T don’t disagree that it’s possible. I bet you couldn’t throw a stone on 
Summerland without hitting someone who’s willing to commit murder for 
hire. But what doesn’t make sense is how he was killed. You said it 
yourself: this kill was personal. If he just wanted to get rid of him, it would 
have been a lot easier and cleaner to fake a suicide or accident. Or just 
make him disappear entirely. We’re on a remote island in the middle of the 
ocean. It’s like’—I throw my hands in the air—‘“the dream murder 
destination.” 

She starts laughing, and I think maybe she’s finally snapped, cracked 
under the weight of this all. “You’re the only person I know that has a 
‘dream murder destination.’” She shakes her head with a scoffing chuckle. 

I exhale, relieved, and smile out of the comer of my mouth. “Actually, 


you know at least three more.” 


1. Play “I Like You (A Happier Song) (With Doja Cat)” by Post Malone, 
Doja Cat 

2. Continue playing I Like You (A Happier Song) (With Doja Cat) by Post 
Malone, Doja Cat 

3. Play “Outta my head” by Omido, Rick Jansen, Ordell 
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Chapter 19 


Twenty-Four Hours 


Stella 


he hike—or rather rock climb—back down isn’t so bad. We’d 
T bushwhacked our way up, clearing some semblance of a path. I know 
Pll be picking twigs out of my hair all night, but I have to admit, the view 
made up for a lot. 

I take my sandals off while we walk along the shoreline, the water lapping 
lazily at our feet, our toes in the sand. The rain clouds are holding off, the 
sunset beginning to color the sky—it’s pretty damn close to perfect. 

I step on something cool and squishy. My first instinct is to squirm at the 


slimy texture, but then the hot, stinging sensation bites at my skin. 


Realizing I’ve stepped on a jellyfish, I jump back, tripping over a rock and 
tumbling backward. 

I almost hit my head but catch myself right before. Avoiding a concussion 
is just about the only good thing. Not only does my ass hurt from taking the 
brunt of my fall, but my ankle screams in pain. 

Lochlan turns around as I go down squawking and stares at me blankly. 
“Did you just trip over nothing?” 

I push myself up to a seat. “No, asshole. I got stung by a jellyfish.” 

“Oh shit.” He runs over to me. I think he’s going to offer me his hand, but 
instead he whips out his dick. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shout, my pain temporarily forgotten by 
sheer surprise. 

“You have to pee on jellyfish stings,” he says earnestly, and I hobble to 
my feet since he looks seconds away from actually doing it. His hand is on 
his cock like he’s ready to wield it like a fucking firehose. 

“Jesus, that’s an old wives’ tale. Put your goddamn dick away!” 

He looks at me skeptically. “Are you sure?” 

“Even if I wasn’t, you are not peeing on me. Have you lost your damn 
mind?” I feel like I’m losing mine because in what world did that just 
happen? 

He cocks his head to the side in concern. “You’re limping.” 

“Yeah, I think I rolled my ankle on a rock.” Not to mention the jellyfish 
sting on the same foot feeling like a hundred tiny burns. 

“Shit, I’m sorry—get on my back.” He turns around and bends forward, 
arms out. 


“You don’t need—” 


“Stella,” he says, shockingly firm, and looks over his shoulder with a 
reprimanding gaze that makes me want to both shrink back and squeeze my 
thighs together. “Get on my damn back.” 

I use my arms to pull myself onto his back with a little hop on my good 
foot. He wraps my legs around his waist, and I press my front tightly to his 
back as he begins to walk. My head bounces next to his, his long hair 
brushing against my cheek. 

Inexplicably, I get a sudden urge to brush it aside and press my lips to his 
neck. I imagine how the sea mist and his sweat would make his skin slightly 
salty. I can’t help but flick out my tongue for a little taste. 

He stops and looks over his shoulder with a conniving glint in his eyes. 
“First you tell me to put my dick away, now you’re licking my neck. Which 
is it? Do you or do you not want sand in unspeakable places?” 

“No way.” I chuckle and give his ass a swat. “Giddy up, cowboy.” 

He carries me all the way to the boat. “And don’t even try insisting you 
can carry your own stuff.” He points his finger at me all seriously, and it 
makes me laugh. 

I raise my hand to my forehead. “Aye, aye, captain.” | 

He rushes back to gather our things left on the beach as the gray clouds 
start winning the battle between light and dark. The first drops don’t fall 
until we’re off the sand bar. It goes from a slow drizzle to a roaring 
downpour in a matter of seconds, the wind making my hair whip around 
viciously. 

“Stella!” Lochlan shouts to be heard over the wind and motor. I turn 
around in my seat and he’s bare-chested, holding out his shirt. He squints 


into the harsh rain coming down sideways. 


My natural instinct is to refuse as water drips down his hair and into his 
eyes. I can tell he’s about to insist I take it, so I accept before he does, 
holding it like a makeshift hood over my head. 

The tree line on Summerland sways, the wind bending the treetops. I 
huddle as tightly as I can, praying the thunder I hear doesn’t strike our 
metal boat. 

We speed up again, and we pitch over each wake, my stomach dropping 
with the boat every time. 

I’m terrified we’re going to capsize any second yet, but that’s not all that 
is making my heart race. It’s that amid this coursing storm, Lochlan stopped 


to give me the shirt off his back. 


One rocky dismount and a golf cart ride later, we are walking back through 
our villa’s doors. * My arm drapes over Lochlan’s shoulder, leaning on him 
as a crutch, until I can finally sit down. I flop down in a chair at the dining 
table, exhaling dramatically. “What an adventure.” 

When there’s no reply, I look behind me expecting to find Lochlan, but 
he’s nowhere to be seen. “Loch?” I call out. 

“Drawing a bath,” he shouts from another room. My room. 

I push out of the chair and start hopping. When I get to the bathroom, he’s 
moved the stool in the shower next to the filling tub. He fluffs a pillow 
before setting it on the stool. “I hope that’s not for me,” I say, feeling bad. 


He doesn’t answer my question but says, “Hot or cold?” 


“You didn’t answer my—” 

“Do you want a hot or cold compress for your ankle?” 

My chest tightens. “Lochlan—” 

“Cold, I think,” he answers himself. “The bath will be your heat and then 
you can ice it on the stool.” 

It’s sweet, but something about it frustrates me. I realize what it is. 
“Lochlan, stop babying me.” 

His eyes meet mine, and I’m surprised to see mirroring frustration in 
them. “I’m not babying you. I’m taking care of you.” 

“They’re the same thing.” I sigh, leaning against the counter to take some 
pressure off my foot. 

“No, they’re not.” His forehead scrunches like I’m not understanding 
something obvious. “You baby someone you don’t trust is capable of taking 
care of themselves. I know you’re more than capable—of just about 
anything. But just because you can, doesn’t mean you have to.” 

I swallow through the lump in my throat because what he’s saying makes 
me feel all sorts of upside down. 

I can, so I do. That’s what I’ve always done. 

And yes, sometimes I just want to take a break from always being in 
charge, but when I actually have the chance, it’s scary and uncomfortable. 

“This was really thoughtful,” I assure him apologetically. “But I just want 
to get all these damn sticks and leaves out of my hair and that’s gonna take 
a while. I’ll probably just sit in front of the TV and get it done.” 

He nods slowly, breaking eye contact, and turns off the water. Still 
nodding and looking at the floor, he approaches me as if lost in thought. 


When he lifts his head, there’s a determined set to his jaw. Something dark, 


almost forceful swirls in his eyes, but without any malice. Its fierceness 
makes me shiver. 

“Give me twenty-four hours,” he says low and decidedly. He cocks his 
head to the side as his hungry gaze drops down my body. My stomach 
flutters. His hands reach out and skirt under the hem of my dress, sliding up 
my outer thighs. My pulse deepens along with my breath, his touch so light 
but searing nonetheless. 

“Twenty-four hours,” he repeats. I still don’t have any idea what he’s 
talking about, but it’s so hard to focus when his palms are reaching my hips, 
covered by nothing but the inconsequential string of my bikini bottoms. My 
breath hitches when he grabs my hips and hoists me onto the counter. 

His hands continue their journey up the sides of my body, igniting tiny 
nerves I didn’t even know existed. I lift my arms as his palms glide up the 
side of my breasts and he slides my dress over my head. 

“Let me take care of you.” There’s a desperateness to his words that 
makes my throat tight. “For twenty-four hours. That’s all.” Then he adds 
with a soft, almost forced smile, “I dare you.” 

I dare you felt so light when it was tossed out on the beach. It doesn’t 
anymore. 

I open then close my mouth, swallowing past the tightness. I can’t explain 
why his request feels so loaded and heavy. I can’t explain all the ways in 
which it terrifies me. How it makes me feel small but at the same time, 
treasured. 

I lean into that cherished feeling and do the scary thing. 

“Okay.” 

“Good.” He tamps down a proud smile like he won a prize, biting his lip 


instead. “Now get in the damn tub, réalta.” He gives me a bossy look that 


makes me laugh before he leaves the room, saying he’I!1 be back. 

I hop over to the tub and stare down into the clear water. There are no 
suds, just a thick layer of rising steam. I peel off my swimsuit and slide in. 

“Okay, we have season three of The Office queued.” My head snaps up as 
Lochlan walks in, talking. His arms are full, and he looks so happy, like a 
dog carrying around his favorite toys. It makes me wonder how many times 
he’s tried to take care of me, but I never noticed because I was too busy 
taking care of everyone else. 

“Ice for your ankle.” He thumps a bundle of ice wrapped in a towel on the 
stool and throws a plastic bag at me that I catch midair before it drops in the 
water. “And sour gummy worms for your. . .” His nose scrunches. 

“Soul?” I offer with a laugh, looking down at my favorite candy. Favorite 
might be an understatement. I could eat sour gummy worms until the taste 
buds on my tongue are burned right off. “Where did you get these?” He 
wasn’t gone more than a minute or two. 

He gives me a smug, lopsided smirk that makes the corners of his left eye 
crinkle. “You’re not the only one who remembers to pack the important 
things.” 

“You brought these with you?” I ask, shocked and touched. 

“You think I’d trust the rich assholes on this island to stock your favorite 
candy?” He shakes his head like I suggested something preposterous. “No 
way I was taking that risk.” 

“You’re a rich asshole,” I remind him, but I don’t hide the smile that forms 
on my face. It feels warm and right, his thoughtfulness nuzzling deep in my 
chest. 

“No, that’s my brother,” he claps back. 

“Which one?” 


“Take your pick.” He laughs and sets his laptop on the edge of the counter 
and angles it toward the tub. The bathroom is so large that there isn’t any 
partition between the shower and the rest of the room—just space and a 
drain along one wall—giving us an uninterrupted view of the screen. 

We spend the next hour eating chips and gummy worms for dinner, 
watching back-to-back episodes, and refilling the tub with hot water while 
he tediously works through my hair. 

“Alright, I think that’s all of them.” 

“Yeah?” I look over my shoulder and see him smile softly—happily. 
“Well, about time. I’m practically a raisin.” I laugh. 

He stands from the chair he put behind the tub and stretches his arms 
above his head. “Alright, pretty girl, let’s get you out.” He holds out a fluffy 
white towel as I push out of the water. He quickly wraps it around me so he 
can offer me support as I try to climb out of the tub without putting too 
much weight on my ankle. 

Once I’m out, he tugs me close, clutching the front of the towel. I tilt my 
face up toward him and he lowers his until I can feel his breath feather 
across my nose. I get lightheaded when his crystal blue eyes grow hooded 
and hungry, dropping to my lips. He wets his bottom lip and I find myself 
leaning closer, drawn to the steady rhythm of his breath as my heart beats 
wildly. 

A desperate pit hollows in my stomach as my skin tingles with the need to 
close the distance. As if he can read my thoughts, he laughs softly and 
stands up straight, a knowing taunt in his eyes. He lets go of my towel and I 
clutch it closed. 

While I’m still trying to catch my breath, he cups the back of my head and 
kisses my forehead. Light but searing. It lasts less than the length of a 


heartbeat, but my skin burns when he pulls away. 
“Prettiest raisin I ever did see.” He sighs with a soft smile before walking 
out, leaving me hot and reeling. 


If what’s between us is supposed to stay on the island. . . I am so fucked. 


I lie in bed, staring at the tall ceilings and tracing the length of the rafters. 
My skin is crawling. Any budding heat left by Lochlan’s touch has 
dissipated until a cold and chilling feeling is all that surrounds me. Even 
though the sheets have been changed, I can’t shake the foreboding sense 
that I’m going to soon feel the slick wetness of blood coating my skin. 

I spent longer than necessary getting ready for bed, going through every 
step of my skin care routine with tedium and tying and retying a silk scarf 
around my hair instead of doing the logical thing of quickly slipping on my 
bonnet. I kept glancing at the sterile white sheets on the bed and imagining 
them drenched in ruddy swatches of blood. I’ve been dreading crawling 
back in there and now that I’m here, I feel haunted by memories of terror 
and confusion. 

Last night, I fell asleep on the couch and Lochlan must have carried me to 
bed at some point. My heart nearly leaped out of my chest when I woke up 
in unfamiliar surroundings again and threw the covers off me, my skin 
breaking out in a cold sweat immediately. 

I close my eyes and try to focus on my breathing, inhaling deeply through 


my nose and exhaling slowly out my mouth. But instead of bringing me 


closer to sleep, it only focuses my attention to the beat of my heart, and 
soon my mind is filled with images of blood fiercely spurting out of a slit 
throat with each contraction of the great muscle. 

Holding back a scream, I jump out of bed and race out of the room. I stop 
in the living room, gulping down air like I’ve just come up from being held 
underwater. I bury the heels of my palms into my eyes and try to will the 
gruesome images to stop. 

Next thing I know, I am cracking open Lochlan’s bedroom door. He’s 
sitting up in bed, watching something on his laptop. His face is lit up by the 
glow of the screen and when he notices me, he slams it shut and pulls out 
his headphones. 

“Stella Mae,” he says with a forced singsong tone that is automatically 
suspicious. 

I give him a side eye and try to match his lighter tone. “Were you 
watching porn? I can come back—” 

“No, no. Come in. What’s up?” He talks fast, and I realize he’s frazzled. 
It’s kind of adorable. Whether he was watching porn or not. 

“T can’t sleep.” I close the door behind me. “In my bed. I keep picturing . . 
.” T scrunch my face. 

“Come here,” he says without needing any further explanation and throws 
open the covers on the empty side of the bed. 

“Thanks.” I crawl in, feeling inexplicably shy. I haven’t asked to sleep in 
someone’s bed since I was a kid. It’s usually mine people are crashing in, 
finding safety in. 

He sets his computer on the nightstand then rolls over toward me. Without 
exchanging a single word, I curl onto my side and let him wrap his arms 


around me. He tucks me into his bare chest, his boxers brushing against my 


thigh. His body heat warms my cold bones and chases away the ghosts 
clinging to them. 

I close my eyes and this time, I focus on the rhythm of Lochlan’s 
breathing. The soft pounding of his heart and steady expansion of his chest 
with each breath is the sweetest lullaby, putting me into a peaceful sleep 


within minutes. 


The first thing I hear before I open my eyes in the morning is the sound of 
the waves. 

The next is Lochlan’s snoring. 

I roll over, no longer wrapped tightly into his chest the way I fell asleep, 
and see him sitting up in bed. His laptop is on his thighs and one of his 
headphones has fallen out. I glance at his unlocked screen and see 
YouTube’s “are you still watching” message. Looking behind it, I read the 
title of the video he was watching and my heart flutters: 

How I Help My Girlfriend Retwist Her Locs—Palm Roll Method. 


1. Play “Feel for Me” by Vance Foy 
2. Continue playing Feel for Me by Vance Foy 
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Chapter 20 


Something Stupid 


Lochlan 


effery Mauldin’s office is sparser than I expected. I wonder if Clark 
J cleaned it up after he died. There’s no diploma on the wall or framed 
pictures on a golf course or holding a big ocean catch. There aren’t even 
messy piles of paper on the desk. It’ll be curious to see what’s been cleaned 
off his computer as well. 
Stella goes straight to his desk, walking much easier than yesterday. 
Luckily, it seems she didn’t sprain her ankle when she rolled it. Rest and ice 
seemed to do the trick. We spent most of the day keeping her off it and 


lounging around the villa. 


Too eager, she doesn’t even sit down, rather shoves his leather desk chair 
to the side. She leans over the desk with one hand while waving the USB 
stick I gave her in the other. “Okay, how do we use this thing?” 

I lean next to her, crossing my ankles. “Just plug it in and it will 
automatically bypass any passwords.” 

She bends down to insert the device into the computer tower under the 
desk. | My eyes fall on the swaying hem of her dress when she stands back 
up and where it hits the backs of her thighs. The fabric is a bold red that 
highlights the beautiful amber undertones of her skin. 

I drum my fingers on the mahogany desk to avoid reaching for her, 
dragging my palm up the back of her leg and under her dress. Last night, I 
couldn’t sleep with her beside me in those thin silk pajamas. Instead, I 
stayed up watching YouTube videos until I finally passed out. 

“Damn, that’s cool,” Stella says, impressed as she gets into his computer 
without touching a single key. She gets to work with laser focus, 
methodically going through every folder and document, searching for more 
people Mauldin was blackmailing. 

Twenty minutes later, she groans. “If he ever had a folder of blackmail, it 
isn’t here anymore.” 

My phone vibrates in my pocket but I ignore it, pushing off the desk and 
striding a few paces away. She rotates to face me, her back to the desk and 
her phone clutched in her hands. My eyes lazily travel up and down her 
body, my tongue tracing over my teeth. 

“What are you doing?” she asks, popping her hip and cocking her head to 
the side. 

“Enjoying the view,” I say shamelessly. “You’ve always looked good 


behind a desk.” Her lips part, and I take a step closer, my body buzzing. 


“Everything about you is powerful.” Another step forward. 

“You were born to lead, réalta.” I close the distance. Her breath hitches. 
Fuck me. 

Her pupils dilate and my restraint crumbles. My hands land on her hips as 
if compelled by some outside force, demanding I worship this queen. 

I lift her onto the desk at the same time she says teasingly, “If that’s true, 
then you actually have to listen to me.” 

“Go ahead, boss me around.” I smirk and slide the phone out of her grip, 
setting it on the desk. “It turns me on.” 

She lifts her chin defiantly as my fingers slip under the hem of her dress, 
spreading out on her thighs. 

“But right now .. .” I lean forward and get a heady rush when she doesn’t 
pull back. Our mouths slant over each other, so close that when she licks 
her bottom lip, her tongue almost brushes me. Hunger knots deep in my 
stomach. 

I flick my gaze from her lips to her eyes and see them blazing with desire. 
It makes me want to turn to ash right here with her. Instead, I dip down and 
brush my lips along the slope of her neck. 

“T still have a few hours left to take care of you... .” She exhales a huff, 
and I laugh into her throat, the burn so much sweeter knowing she’s 
flustered. I lower to my knees. “In all ways.” 

She presses her lips together as I slide her sandals off her feet. Her breath 
comes in slow, measured beats as I slip my hands back up her thighs and 
hook my fingers into the elastic of her panties. Heat licks up my spine as 
she offers no resistance when I pull them off. I still can’t believe I get to 
touch her like this, appreciate her like this. It’s like I’m expecting to be 


yanked from this dream any second. 


Her teeth dig into her bottom lip, and there’s brilliant emotions in her 
fiery gaze. 

“Heels on the desk, Stella,” I bite out, my fraying control evident in the 
sharpness of my tone. There’s a slight hesitation in her eyes, but not in her 
movements. Her legs lift obediently, like her body recognizes what she 
wants before her mind does. 

“What’s the etiquette for fucking in a dead man’s office?” she hisses in a 
whisper, as if we aren’t the only people in here. 

“T don’t really give a fuck who used to sit at this desk when you’re on top 
of it.” I growl then glide my hands up her silky inner thighs. My lips follow 
their path, just barely dusting her skin. She leans farther back on her hands 
when I reach the crease between her thigh and hip like she can’t decide if 
she wants to lean away or push forward. 

“What if someone comes in?” she squeaks, and I am beginning to sense 
her reservations are less about being caught and more about blemishing her 
professional reputation. 

I pause to look up at her. “Then they will see you right where you 
belong.” The corner of her mouth tugs in a warm smile. 

“Don’t stop,” she decides confidently, and those two little words put me in 
a chokehold. Half-expecting her to change her mind, I’m now the one that 
hesitates. It’s only for a second, but it’s long enough for a loud ringtone to 
pierce the air. 

“Fuck, it’s Clark,” Stella says, scrambling off the desk and swiping her 
panties off the floor. 

“Hello,” she answers, her phone tucked under her ear with her shoulder as 
she staggers into her panties and pulls them up. 


Still on my knees, I rock my head back and sigh. Well, shit. 


“Yeah, will do. Thanks for the heads-up.” She hangs up and turns to me. 
“Marcella and Ilya just got to Ocean View.” Then she adds with emphasis, 
“With Bojan.” 

I take my phone out as I stand up and see two missed calls from Clark. 


Motherfucking cockblock. 


Stella 

“What do you think he’s doing there?” I whisper-yell at Lochlan as we 
walk quickly through the building. “I assumed he’d be staying out of sight 
until the ‘boats get fixed.’” Clark reported a fake engine problem on the 
yacht that ferries people to and from the island to discreetly lock the island 
down. 

“1 don’t know, but nothing good,” Lochlan says shortly, and I wince 
internally. I can still feel the ghost of his lips on my thigh and the tremble in 
my stomach. I wonder if he’s equally as twisted up as I am right now. 

I try to push the echo of his words out my head and focus on what’s 
happening now. “You really think he’d kill his own son?” I ask 
incredulously as we slip into our golf cart. 

“T think JakSi¢ is one crazy son of a bitch and his son is right to be scared 
of him. So, we need to hurry up before either one of them does something 
stupid.” His cold, serious tone makes my heart beat faster with anxiety. But 
then he adds jokingly, “Two murders in four days wouldn’t be good for 


business.” And I breathe a sigh of relief at the break in tension. 


I look down at my colorful dress and his floral linen shirt as we race 
through the resort. “Shouldn’t we be dressed in all black or something?” 

He barks a laugh. “Okay, Harlow.” 

“I’m serious,” I stress. “We both could be spotted miles away.” 

“But we fit in. We look like we’re ready to drink pifia coladas out of 
coconuts, not like we’re about to go on a B&E spree.” 

I shake my head as we turn toward the JakSi¢s’ villa. “I’d make a terrible 
criminal.” 

“You would.” He looks straight ahead while he maneuvers the winding 
path. “But that’s why I like you.” He still doesn’t look at me, but the corner 
of his mouth tugs in a cocky smile. 

When we get to the villa, Lochlan uses the key Marcella gave us to let 
ourselves in. We were initially supposed to search their place two days ago, 
but Ilya stayed home to play poker. Which was probably for the best given 
my quick nap turned into sleeping for sixteen hours straight. 

In the two days since, we haven’t gotten any closer to proving Ilya is the 
killer. 

I scan the vast open floor plan, a citrus cleaner smell clinging to the air. 
“Okay, so what should I be looking for exactly?” 

“Anything. Bloody clothes, a knife or switchblade, blackmail material, 
drugs.” I follow him into a bedroom as he talks. “JakSi¢ wouldn’t trust 
tossing evidence into the island’s communal garbage. He’d keep it until he 
can properly dispose of it back home.” 

A thought occurs to me. “What did you do with my clothes before we 
tossed them into the ocean?” 

“T pulled out one of the recessed lighting cans in my closet, shoved the 


bag with everything into the rafters through the hole, then put the light back 


in place like it was never touched.” 

I look up at the intimidatingly high vaulted ceilings. “Is that where we 
should be looking?” 

Lochlan chuckles as he kneels by the bed and begins poking around under 
it. “Let’s start with the obvious places first. Some of the most dangerous 
people are also the dumbest.” 

I decide to start with the walk-in closet. What better place to hide clothes 
than among clothes? Lots and lots of clothes. It’s hard to believe this is their 
vacation home by the racks full of dresses and suits, stacks of shoeboxes, 
and drawer after drawer of jewelry. Searching through it feels like shopping 
at Saks Fifth Avenue. Except for the illicit pounding of my heart for being 
somewhere I shouldn’t be. 

When I get to a shelf of Birkin bags, all lined up neatly in a row, I feel like 
I should be wearing white gloves. I carefully open each one, checking 
inside the pockets. 

“Find anything?” Lochlan is leaning against the doorjamb, one hand in his 
pocket. He looks loose and relaxed, like he’s about to ask me what movie I 
want to watch. The front of his blond hair is tossed to one side, his blue 
eyes are sharp and deep, and his fair stubble accentuates his jaw. He looks 
like he could have walked out of the surfer magazine he was reading before. 
He looks devastatingly handsome. 

He lifts his brows in question with a hint of smugness and I realize I never 
answered him, only stared. Snapping back to reality, I shake my head and 
open the next purse. “Nothing useful—oh, wait.” My fingers come across a 
hole in the lining, way too big for a bag in such nice condition. I slide my 


fingers inside and feel the corners of something thin and glossy. 


I pull out two polaroid pictures. Anticipation fills me until I flip them face 
up. Lochlan comes to look over my shoulder, close enough that I can smell 
the clean and fresh masculine scent of his cologne. 

In both pictures, Bojan and Marcella are in bed. White sheets hide most of 
their bodies but it’s clear they are both naked. In one, Marcella is kissing 
Bojan on the cheeks as he takes the photo. The next looks like she took it as 
she lies on his bare chest, smiling with her long blonde hair spread out like 
a fan on her pillow. 

They look happy and sweet together. Precious morning moments captured 
in time. It makes you want to root for the two of them. 

“Interesting but not useful.” Lochlan sounds disappointed. 

“Are you sure? This could be what Jeffery was using as blackmail. Maybe 
Marcella bought these off him, but he has more.” I find myself eager to 
produce something worthwhile. 

He shakes his head. “He had covert surveillance cameras. These photos 
are too intimate, keepsakes taken for themselves.” I sigh. He’s right. 

We go back to searching. I take the bedroom bookshelf while Lochlan 
moves on to another room. | pull out and flip through each book. Half of 
them are simply for display, bound in foiled leather but filled with only 
gibberish. There are a few in Serbian, and most look like autobiographies or 
memoirs with stoic headshots of tough-looking men in suits or military 
uniforms on the cover. 

Pictures frames of the “happy” couple are sprinkled in with the books. I 
inspect each one, taking the back off and looking inside. When I try taking 
the back off another, it doesn’t budge. In fact, instead of a removable back, 
it’s screwed on. Instantly suspicious, I flip it over to try to determine how 


the photograph got in the frame in the first place. 


“Loch, I think I found something!” I holler and immediately hear his 
footsteps running. 

“Whatcha got?” 

“So, I can’t take the back off and look at this.” I point to a small hole in 
the silver trim. “I think it’s a camera, but didn’t Marcella say there are only 
cameras on the exterior?” 

“She must not know about this one,” he says but doesn’t sound convinced. 
My chest pounds in beat with the sinking feeling in my gut. Could this be 
some sort of setup? She said they didn’t have anything inside, and she was 
supposed to temporarily disable the ones outside. 

What if they’ve been watching this the whole time? 

“Finn built this app,” he explains as he takes the frame slash camera from 
my hands and sits on the foot of the bed. “It allows you to hack into the 
feed of anything close to you that is transmitting a live signal.” 

I stand above him, watching his fingers swipe and tap over his screen. 
“That seems incredibly illegal.” 

“Of course, it is.” He looks up at me, eyebrows knitted together, 
perplexed why I’d say such a thing, then shakes his head. “Anyway, I think 
this is why he hasn’t told Marcella about it.” He turns the phone around so I 
can see. “It seems he only records certain things.” 

On the screen, we watch Marcella and Ilya come home from the 
masquerade. The time stamp puts it half an hour before Clark recalls seeing 
his brother for the last time. Ilya quickly strips down to his undershirt and 
boxers, sliding under the covers, while Marcella disappears out of frame 
toward the en suite bathroom. Lochlan fast forwards until we see her come 


back in a slip nightgown and climb into the same bed we’re sitting on. 


I feel uncomfortable watching this private moment, but I also can’t look 
away. There’s something unsettling about the contrast between knowing 
someone is a brutal murderer and then seeing them in their underwear that 
is inexplicably fascinating. 

Marcella turns off her bedside lamp and curls away from her husband. He 
reaches over and pulls the blankets off her shoulder. The audio is faint, but I 
can hear her say, “I’m not in the mood, Ilya.” 

That doesn’t stop him from rolling her onto her back. “Please, I’m tired.” 
My stomach knots as he climbs on top of her anyway. She tries to push him 
off, but he grabs her wrists with surprising agility. I feel frozen, my heart 
pounding in my throat. 

“T paid for a wife, not a nun. Now make it worth my money.” His voice is 
rough and scratchy as he uses his hold on her wrists to throw her to the side. 
She catches herself on her hands and knees by the edge of the bed. I feel 
sick as he shoves his boxers down and grabs her hips. He pushes her cheek 
to the pillow and her face points toward the hidden camera. 

It feels like she’s looking right at us. The brokenness in her eyes cuts like 
sharp glass. “Turn it off.” I tear my gaze away, shaking and sickened. I feel 
horrible for witnessing such a vile act, watching her being debased, 
knowing it’s not the first time and won’t be the last. The oxygen is sucked 
out from my lungs as I imagine what she would feel if she knew this was all 
recorded, if she knew we’d seen it. 

When I look back at Lochlan, he’s still watching the feed and ire strikes 
me like a bolt of lightning. “I said turn it the fuck off!” I snatch his phone 
out of his hands and throw it across the room. 


“Stella.” He calmly rises. 


“That’s fucking rape, Lochlan, and you—you’re just watching it like it’s a 
goddamn Netflix show.” My pulse hammers erratically as anger burns deep 
in my veins. 

“T know what it is.” His voice is stern with an edge of offense. “And I get 
no pleasure watching it, but I need to finish—” 

“Why? Why?” I am at a frustrating loss for words as the pressure of the 
last few days comes crashing down on me. The blood-soaked clothes, the 
frozen and mutilated body. The black holes in my memory and the horror of 
not knowing what else may have happened that I can’t remember. 

“I’m going to fast forward to the end. I need to make sure that Ilya leaves 
and comes back like we think. If not, he has an alibi for the entire murder 
window.” He waits until I nod in understanding to go fetch his phone. 
Hopefully, the plush carpet kept it from getting damaged. 

“Right, yeah. That makes sense. Is your phone okay?” I wince. 

He sets it on the bed without even checking and pulls me to him. “Are you 
okay?” 

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. My tongue is tied as emotion 
chokes me. I shake my head. No, I’m not okay. 

He doesn’t hesitate. He folds his arms around me and holds me close. His 
heart beats against mine as I gulp down air. He rests his cheek on the top of 
my head and softly murmurs, “What can I do to make you feel safe?” 

My eyes prick with hot tears, and not only at the vulnerability required to 
answer that question. It was one thing letting him help me when I was 
physically injured, but letting him care for the aching parts inside of me 
feels entirely too deep. I don’t need anything from anybody, and yet, a part 
of me yearns to give him that. To let someone else care for me if only for 


this moment. 


“Count to ten,” I whisper back, unable to put words to what I want but 
needing for him to hold me just a little longer. 

He doesn’t ask questions. “Ten, nine . . .” I close my eyes and focus on 
the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. I inhale on the even numbers, exhale on 
the odds. “Eight, seven, six...” 

When he reaches one, he slowly lowers his arms and takes a step back. “I 
can watch the rest in a different room.” 


“No, I’m okay,” I reassure him. “I wanna nail this son of a bitch.” 


“T never thought I could be so mad that someone wasn’t a murderer.” I 
groan, frustrated as I stomp, admittedly harder than necessary, on the 
boardwalk. 

“To be fair, he absolutely is a murderer. He just didn’t commit this 
particular murder,” Lochlan points out. 

Any bit of peace I found in Lochlan’s arms disappeared like all of our 
suspects the second we finished the recording. Ilya and Marcella were 
home, in bed, the entire night. 

“What would we have done if he was the killer?” I can’t believe I’m only 
just now considering this. But in my defense, as Lochlan puts it, this whole 
murder thing is new to me. 

“First, ?'d ask him very nicely how and why he involved you, and, well, if 
he survived that, then I guess Clark could do whatever he wanted with 


him.” He speaks so frankly, like the law is merely a suggestion. 


When we get to Ocean View, we go straight to the deck seating where the 
Jaksi¢s are dining. We take a table within line of sight and Marcella quickly 
spots us. She excuses herself with a smile and comes over. 

“T told Clark to tell you the house was empty. Did you go? Did you find 
anything?” she asks, all bubbly as she sits down, and I realize she’s trying 
to make it look like a friendly chat. 

“Tt wasn’t him. He didn’t do it.” 

Her cheery act drops completely. “Are you sure? I thought you said it was 
him, that he knew about Bojan and me.” She speaks rapidly, frantically. 
“How sure are you? Do you know who? Oh my god, oh my god.” 

I look at Lochlan in confusion. His face is blank. I know that means he’s 
absorbing everything and processing it without giving away his 
conclusions. But when Marcella, full of anxious energy, jumps up and starts 
shifting back and forth like she can’t decide where to go, I really wish he 
would share them with me. 

“Oh my god!” she screams, clamping her hand over her mouth as she 
stares, wide-eyed in shock, at the table with her husband and stepson. 

Ilya JakSi€é’s face is scarlet, and his eyes bulge in panic. He stands 
abruptly, one hand clutching his throat, the other slapping onto the table for 
support. His head bobs in a desperate attempt to suck down air. As he 
collapses, his meaty fist takes the tablecloth with him. His body hits the 
ground first like a wet log, a single heavy thud, then the dishes, glasses, and 
cutlery follow in a loud, scattered crash. 

“Oh, no, no, no.” Marcella races to her husband while Bojan doesn’t 
move a muscle. It is utter chaos as guests react to the emergency. Some are 
screaming and running for help; others are simply frozen, staring with their 


mouths hanging open. 


I find I’m not particularly moved to rush to the pig’s aid. 

“This is the something stupid you were talking about, isn’t it?” I ask 
Lochlan. 

“Yep.” 

I’ve never felt this type of moral conflict before. Indifferent to the thought 
of letting a man die. After watching what he did to Marcella, I can’t help 
but feel like he’s getting exactly what he deserves. And yet, a lifetime of 
conditioning has me bolting out of my chair and over to them. 

Marcella is kneeling by her husband’s side and screaming at Bojan to get 
her purse. When he does nothing, she stands to get it herself, but her hands 
are shaking so bad, she drops it. 

I bend down and put my hand on her shoulder. “What do you need?” 

“Epi— There’s an EpiPen in my purse.” She’s flustered, panicked. Her 
chaos calms me. It’s natural for me to take over and follow her instructions 
even as she stumbles through them. 

My hand hesitates on the injection once I have it positioned on his thigh. I 
don’t know what compels me, but I lean close so that he can hear me coldly 
whisper, “The next time you think your wife owes you anything, remember 
what it feels like to be unable to breathe and imagine never doing it again.” 

He wheezes incoherently through his swollen throat. As his face tinges 
with purple, I’m not sure he even understands my meaning. 

Marcella begs beside me, “Stella, do it now!” 

My lip curls and venom laces my final words before I push the injector. 


“You better be worth my generosity, you pathetic rapist scum.” 


1. Play “Smoke - Son Lux Remix” by BOBI ANDONOYV, Son Lux 
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Chapter 21 


Hooked 


Lochlan 


‘a4 ll I’m saying is we can still try things my way.” I raise my brows 

A at Stella, who seems to be dealing with her frustration by sucking 
down her pifia colada like it’s a race. I’m sure she’s glaring at me behind 
her sunglasses. 

“Maybe it was an accident?” she offers, unconvinced, and digs her toes 
farther into the sand. We’re standing down the shore from the beach club, 
which reminds me of an elevated version of Margaritaville. 

“T would love to know who accidentally cuts off someone’s dick so I can 


stay the fuck away from them.” I laugh. 


“A sex game gone wrong?” She scrunches her nose, the agitation of not 
knowing clearly getting to her. After last night’s near-death fiasco with the 
JakSiés, we are officially out of suspects. Especially since the search of 
Jeffery’s office didn’t turn up any new leads. 

“Damn, baby, that might be a little too kinky even for me.” That wins me 
a small laugh, and a light flares in my chest. I’m addicted to making her 
smile, even if it’s just when she rolls her eyes at me. 

We both turn around at the sound of someone talking over the speakers by 
the beach bar. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but it’s followed by 
enthused applause. A few moments later, music begins playing again and 
someone starts singing. 

Beaming, I look at Stella. “Hunting killers can wait until after karaoke.” I 
sweep up her free hand and my stomach somersaults when she interlaces 
her fingers with mine, running along with me back to the club area. 

It’s a large open patio with a reed-roof stage at one end and a small 
building at the other for bathrooms. The side that doesn’t open up to the 
beach is lined with a fully stocked and manned bar. Unlike the skimpy 
outfits worn by the cigarette girls at Libidine, these employees are dressed 
in tropical print shirts. It’s hard to believe both places exist on the same 
island. 

But the dichotomy is part of what makes it so fun. Both ends of extremes 
make everything feel more fantastical. In a bizarre way, it reminds me of 
Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory, like something created in a dream. 

I order a beer then go to join Stella where she’s leaning against the back 
building, watching some poor sucker struggle their way through “Sweet 
Home Alabama.” Karaoke must be popular because the tables are full of 


boisterous guests. 


I stop halfway just to admire her. She’s wearing the same pink crochet 
dress she wore to my family’s pool party. It does nothing to hide the long, 
lean lines of her body. I want to trace every inch of her with my hands, my 
tongue, memorize every slope and valley until I can sculpt her likeness into 
a block of clay. 

She lifts her sunglasses on top of her head, and I’m struck dumb by how 
beautiful she is. It’s incredulous that those warm and soulful eyes have 
looked at me with need and desire. That her full lips have hungrily 
commanded mine. She’s flawless on the outside and fucking perfect on the 
inside too. 

Her sharp wit and mind, her fierce love and staggering loyalty . . . It’s 
hard to believe someone as defined and self-assured as her might choose 
someone as royally fucked up as I am. 

I don’t deserve her, but fucking hell, I’m going to keep her. 

I walk the rest of the way to her and match her position standing against 
the wall. Our arms press alongside each other, and even the small contact 
makes my heart race. 

She’s mine. She’s fucking mine. 

Even if only for this moment. 

The song wraps up, and I nudge Stella. “Are you gonna do it?” 

She balks with an amused smile. “Hell no. I can’t sing for shit.” 

“Hey, I’ve been to Easter service with your family—I know you can 
sing.” I tip my beer at her. 

“Yeah, maybe when no one’s listening to me.” She shakes her head and 
clutches her drink. 

“IT was listening.” I give her an encouraging smile, and she shakes her 


head again. I get a rise out of pushing her, despite knowing she’ll never 


agree. 

It’s not really a matter of bravery or confidence. Stella is fearless when 
she puts her mind to something. But she’s also a realist and a perfectionist. 
Why do something if you’re not going to be the best at it? There’s a 
vulnerability to not caring that she runs from. 

“But even so, you don’t need to sing well to sing karaoke.” 

She smirks tauntingly. “In that case, you should have no problem getting 
up there.” 

I kick off the wall and move in front of her. Tilting her chin with my 
thumb, I brush a kiss on her lips, soft and quick. She barely has time to 
register it, her pretty brown eyes wide as I push my beer into her hands and 
SCUITY away. 

“T’ll serenade you any day, réalta,” I shout, grinning as I jog backward so 
I can see her face light up with an entertained smile. 

I spin around, hopping onto the stage before anyone else can claim the 
next song. I lean over to the DJ. “You got ‘Your Man’ by Josh Tumer?” ! 
He nods with a smile, and I clap him on the back. “My man, thank you.” 

I step up to the mic stand, pulsing with energy as the first chords of bass 
echo out of the loudspeakers. I begin rocking my hips and find Stella in the 
back. When I start singing, she covers a laugh with her hand. I’m 
enraptured by the way her eyes seem to shine brighter as she watches me, 
because of me. 

I’m not the best singer, but I’m also not half bad, and people holler and 
clap when I hit the chorus. I mimic Turner’s deep baritone and classic 
country twang, which makes Stella laugh harder. Her eyes crinkle, and I bet 
her cheeks are flaming hot. This feeling is addicting, all her attention on me, 


making her laugh. I crave it. 


I jump down from the stage and weave my way through the tables until I 
reach her. She presses herself tight against the wall as people turn to follow 
my movements. I plant my hand on the wall by her head and lean into the 
mic. She turns her face away, chuckling. “You’re ridiculous.” 

I remove my hand from the wall and cup her cheek. I can feel her skin 
burning and my heart pumps harder. Stroking her with my thumb, I love 
that I can physically feel her emotions. 

I drag my palm down her waist while I continue to sing, wanting to tangle 
my fingers in the net of crotchet and pull her even closer. She dips her chin 
and looks into my eyes as my hand hesitates on her hip. Her lips part, and 
her pink tongue barely flicks out to wet her lips. The small movement 
drives me crazy. I have to keep moving before I throw away the mic and 
take her right here. 

I sing the last few lines while returning to the stage. She mouths the words 
along with me, swaying to the chorus of string instruments. I hook the mic 
back on the stand and jump down to a wild storm of applause. I make my 
way back to Stella, cheers still going. But it’s all empty noise because when 
I see the big smile beaming on her face, nothing has ever mattered more. 

The DJ is announcing the next song by the time I reach her, the crowd’s 
attention back on the stage. 

“What did you think, Stella Mae?” I say jokingly, holding out my arms in 
question. 

She answers by grabbing my collar and pulling me into a hot, feverish 
kiss that makes my head swim. She shuffles back, hitting the bathroom door 
and pushing it open in one hurried move. She tugs me in after her, and I’ve 
never felt more alive. 


She moans three short words against my lips. 


“Fuck me, Lochlan.” 


Stella 


I am dizzy, hot, and out of my damn mind as we crash into the 
bathroom. 2 One second, I’m hearing Lochlan flip the lock on the door, and 
the next he’s slamming me up against the wall. He’s already stripped his 
shirt and growls, “Fuck, pretty girl, I’m never going to get used to hearing 
you say those words.” 

I don’t think I’Il ever get used to saying them. Or wanting them. 

Being with Lochlan is a high. He doesn’t think about anything but the 
here and now. Something I feel wholly incapable of doing except when I’m 
with him. 

It’s not sustainable. But right now, when I’m falling headfirst into the 
present with him, the past and future cease to exist, and along with them, all 
of my worries. 

The only thing I care about is the passionate way he rakes his hands over 
my hips and squeezes my ass, pulling me close so I can feel the hard outline 
of his cock. Or the way he makes breathing feel inconsequential when he’s 
constantly snatching my breath away with his hungry moans and possessive 
tongue. 

His fingers get tangled in my dress. I don’t make it easier for him to 
remove by keeping my hands wrapped around his neck. He curses, “Get 


this thing off before I fucking rip it off.” 


Impatience imbues his being. It spreads into my bloodstream as I 
hurriedly pull the dress over my head, panting. As soon as it’s off, he 
roughly tugs down my bikini top, palming my breast and pinching my 
piercing. I moan, screwing my eyes shut at the pleasurable pain as he nips 
and licks my neck and underside of my jaw. 

I reach into his swim shorts, enjoying the feel of his silken skin. Our 
effect on each other is so potent, every brush of skin is amplified. His head 
rolls back when I circle his shaft, giving it small strokes still in the confines 
of his pants. 

The muscles of his neck flex and his jaw clenches. I continue as I drag my 
nose up his strained neck and bite his earlobe, making him groan. “Would 
you come for me just like this?” 

“Fuck, easily.” 

I push his shorts down and free his cock, swirling the wetness of his tip 
with my thumb, and I hear his heavy exhale. I trail my other hand down his 
bare chest and whisper, “And what about my mouth? Would you let me 
taste you? Would you coat my throat with your cum?” 

“Stella,” he growls in warning, but it only makes me want to tease him 
more. My eyes are fixed on him, watching every flick of muscle and 
crumble of control as I slide to my knees. I lay my hands in my lap and only 
touch him with my tongue, dragging it heavy and slow from hilt to head. 

“What do you think’s wetter, my mouth or my pussy?” 

“Jesus Christ,” he spits, wrapping his hand around my throat and 
wrenching me to my feet. I gasp as my back slams into the wall. The crazed 
look in his eyes makes me want to giggle with a mix of nerves and 


excitement. 


He keeps me pinned by the throat and slides his other hand into my 
bathing suit bottoms. I arch into his palm as his rough fingers push through 
my folds and over my clit. His voice is tight and husky. “You can suck me 
off later. But right now, it’s this dripping pussy’s turn to take my cock.” 

I try to respond, but he takes his hand off my throat and shoves two 
fingers into my mouth. “You think I’m desperate? Well, I have news for 
you, réalta. This needy cunt is begging to get wrecked.” He pumps his 
fingers back and forth over my tongue while working circles over my clit. 
“Always so wet and ready, hmm? I’d say that’s pretty fucking desperate. 
Desperate to be stretched and fucked full.” 

I mumble a mewl and nod again and again, gagging as he pushes his 
fingers a little farther back. His eyes somehow soften and darken at the 
same time. “What a pretty sound. Maybe I do want you on your knees.” 

Every word out of his mouth makes me crazier. I shimmy my bottoms 
down, willing to do just about anything for him to fuck me right now. He 
pulls his fingers out, and I lick away my spit, gulping down air before 
saying, “Make up your mind because I’m ready to be used.” 

“You wanna be used, baby?” he purrs mischievously. 

“Tf I’m begging to be wrecked, then you better fuck me hard, Loch.” 

His lips curl into a wicked smirk. “I'll give it to you until you’re begging 
me to stop.” 

He’s barely finished talking when he picks me up and impales me on his 
cock. “Yes,” I cry, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around 
his waist. “Fuck, you’re too big.” 

He smirks and thrusts into me again with a grunt. My bare back scrapes 


against the wall, the sting only adding to the rush of sensations. “No, pretty 


girl, you’re just really fucking tight. I’d tell you to relax, but I love the way 
your pussy is hugging my cock. Fucking perfect. So hot and wet—” 

“Tt’s so much.” I gasp and tangle my fingers in his hair just for something 
to hold onto. 

He crushes his lips against mine then sighs through gritted teeth. “I can’t 
help myself when you take me so well. I wanna fuck your tight little cunt 
until you’re crying, fuck you so deep and hard you won’t be able to move 
without feeling me.” 

I can only respond with moans and pleas for more, his cock hitting spots 
inside of me that make my whole body light up. I hook one arm around his 
shoulders while the other slides between us. I drag my two fingers up and 
down over my clit then split them into a V to stroke either side of his dick. 
The feel of my own arousal drenching his cock as he thrusts in and out of 
me is carnal and raw. 

I bring my wet fingers to his lips, and he greedily sucks them into his 
mouth. He hums, his eyes rolling to the ceiling, like it’s the best thing he’s 
ever tasted. When he swirls his tongue around my fingertips, my pussy 
clenches. 

His teeth scrape against them as I withdraw. “So fucking sweet.” He 
pushes forward to kiss me hard, biting my lip. “I can’t wait until you’re 
leaking my cum so I can lap up the mess and taste us together.” 

“Oh my god.” I circle my clit and mewl as pleasure sparks in my core. “I 
want that. I want you to come inside me, Loch.” I don’t even know what 
I’m saying, my mind giving out to a landslide of sensations. I babble from 
the most primal part of my brain. “I want to be fucked full of your cum. I 


want you to leave me dripping.” 


Lochlan lets out a guttural groan. “Goddamn, Stella Mae. You can’t say 
shit like that.” 

I clamp my mouth closed, realizing what I said. My teeth bite painfully 
into my lip. He laughs at my immediate and sure silence. “Sensible Stella, 
begging to be bred.” 

I cover his mouth with my hand. If he keeps talking like that, I’m going to 
come, and I want to draw out this feverish moment as long as possible. He 
grins against my palm, and it’s like he can hear my every depraved thought. 

Ridiculous thoughts. 

Thoughts that make my body hot and my core wound tight. 

My brows pinch together on a whimper as my orgasm crests. Lochlan 
presses me harder against the wall for support then uses one hand to press 
down on my lower stomach and I completely shatter. 

My mind is nothing but white light, and I clutch him to me with both arms 
wrapped around his neck. Burying my face, I scream into the sweaty nook 
of his neck. “That’s it, pretty girl. Come nice and hard on my cock.” 

I cling to him as he pumps into me a few more times. I feel featherlight 
and a million pounds in his arms, inhaling his masculine scent and sea salt 
from the ocean. He fights back a loud groan as he comes, his cock pulsing 
inside me. 

He leans forward, using the wall to hold us both up as he catches his 
breath. After a few moments, he rests his forehead against mine. “Can you 
stand?” 

“Yeah,” I breathe, everything feeling softer now. Miles away from the 
frenzied and brash way we bust into here. 

He gently lets my legs go, my feet hitting the floor. He kisses the bridge 


of my nose and then lowers himself onto his knees between my legs. He 


lifts one of my thighs and dips his head to drag his tongue through my 
entrance. The idea of him gathering his own cum from my pussy is so 
deliciously filthy. I shiver at the feel on my swollen, heated flesh. His hair 
brushes against my sensitive inner thighs, prolonging the chills pricking 
pleasurably across my skin. 

He stands, clasping my hip with one hand and cradling my cheek with the 
other. Slowly and deliberately, he presses his mouth to mine, teasing my 
lips apart and pushing his cum from his tongue to mine. The salty hit tastes 
like unrestrained lust. 

He breaks the kiss but doesn’t pull away more than an inch. “If I thought I 


was addicted to you before, I’m fucking hooked now, a réalta.” 


1. Play “Your Man” by Josh Turner 
2. Play “Nonsense” by Sabrina Carpenter 
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Chapter 22 


The Game 


Lochlan 


6¢€T S it still considered room service if it isn’t delivered to a room?” I 
I muse as I lay out the boxes of food dropped off at our villa later that 
night. “Villa service?” 

“T think it’s just called delivery at that point.” Stella laughs and stands on 
the rung of her stool to stretch across the kitchen island for her food. After 
that goddamn amazing hurricane in the beach club’s bathroom, we came 
home, fell asleep watching Netflix, and woke up ravenous. 

“But it’s charged to your villa like room service would in a hotel,” I point 
out with a fry before popping it in my mouth. I close my eyes and hum. 


“Mmm, why even bother messing with perfection? My first order of 


business as the new owner will be adding plain fries to every menu. None 
of this truffle butter and Parmigiano Reggiano shit. Do you know the 
threats I had to make to get them to take that stuff off>?” 

“I’m sure you were very big and scary,” she says as if she’s commending 
a kid who stood up to a kitten. 

I puff out my chest. “Oh, I was,” I say with mock seriousness. 

“You’re so brave,” she teases and slides a bite of food off her fork. 

There’s a playful comfort between us like this, light and fun. Not to say 
the desire isn’t there—fuck, it’s eating me alive. But it’s like earlier was a 
fever dream. 

Her phone rings on the counter, and I see my brother’s face light up the 
screen. Stella answers the video call. “What’s up, boss?” 

“Hey, how’s everything going?” Cash says on the other line. 

“Oh, you know, had another attempted murder last night, but other than 
that, just dandy,” she jokes. 

“The Jaksi¢s?” 

“Mhmm, but who knows? Maybe they can work it out in family therapy.” 
She shrugs, and I hear Cash laugh. 

“Yeah, I heard patricide is great for healing generational trauma.” 

I snort, nearly choking on my fry. “Here, let me go to the other room 
before your brother asphyxiates.” She walks off to the patio, gently sliding 
the glass door half closed. 

After the chaos with the Jaksics, we came home and went to bed. In 
separate rooms. And even after she jumped my goddamn bones today, we 
still haven’t discussed this thing between us. An implication hangs in the 


air: what happens on the island, stays on the island. 


The thought of returning to June Harbor and pretending none of this was 
real? It’s enough to make me crazy. Make me doubt my own sanity. 

Or maybe insanity is thinking there’s something more between us. Maybe 
this is all we’re destined to be, each other’s happy place—except for these 
magical few days when we were something more. 

I steal a look at her out on the patio, laughing with Cash and wildly 
throwing her hands about as she talks. 

If this is all I can get, is it enough? 

My heart screams hell no, but the little boy who lost everyone important 
to him whispers that it is. It has to be. 

Perhaps it’s better never to have someone at all if you will only end up 
losing them. 

I try to wash down the bitter thought with my beer. A few minutes later, 
Stella comes back. “What did he want to talk about?” I ask. 

“Just catching up,” she says evasively, tucking back into her meal. 

I rest my palms on the counter. “Did you tell him about us?” 

She looks up, brow slightly fretted. “What about us?” 

“You know ...,” I imply, wanting to hear how she would define us. 

“No,” she scoffs. “I didn’t tell him I’m fucking his little brother.” 

Her words are a sucker punch. “Ouch.” I laugh half-heartedly. 

She winces, her eyes sinking with something painfully close to pity. 
“Let’s just have fun while we’re here.” The confirmation makes my chest 
pang. “Like best friends with benefits,” she tries to add on with a lighter 
tone and forced smile. 

I can’t help but scoff. “What the hell do you think Cash and Harlow are? 


Best friends with benefits.” 


Her face drops at my curt tone. She tilts her head and looks at me softly. 
“Come on, Loch, there’s been a lot of heightened emotions on this trip, and 
I know you think w-we’re . . .” She waves her hands in search of a word. “. 
. . Meant to be, but let’s be real for a sec. You live like you’re invincible, 
like you’re still young and wild, and that’s fine because you are young and 
wild. But I’m thirty. I need safety, security. I want to settle down, start 
thinking about kids.” 

I finish my drink but don’t set it down because I need something in my 
clenching fists. She sounds disappointed, exacerbated almost, and I wonder 
who she’s really trying to convince. Me or herself? 

“I’m just another conquest.” She laughs weakly. “And you’re an 
adrenaline junkie. Don’t worry, I’m sure this crush will pass once the next 
pretty girl falls in your lap.” 

“Yeah, sure,” I say with an acrid taste on the back of my tongue. My jaw 
grinds, and I change the subject if only to ease my own pain. “I was 
thinking about the club access cards. We know what number unlocked the 
door, but we can only connect a person to the number if we can see their 
card.” 

“Yeah.” She sighs, annoyed. Another major security flaw in the name of 
guests’ privacy. Each card has a number, and the system keeps a log of all 
the numbers used to unlock specific areas, but that’s it. Just the numbers. 

There’s no record of which number is assigned to which guest. Straight up 
idiotic—but talk about dream murder destination. 

“What if there is a way we can round up everyone’s cards without raising 
suspicions?” I lean forward, resting my elbows on the counter to look her 


eye to eye. 


She tongues her cheek and shakes her head. “I’m sure you’d love that, a 
valid reason to flirt with every woman here.” 

I want to rip my hair out. When will she get it? I don’t want anyone else. 

Despite this thing raging inside me, I hold back. 

“Well, you know me.” I go to toss my bottle away and get another from 
the fridge. I pop the cap wordlessly then go back to where I was standing 
across from her. She watches me expectantly as I take a slow first sip. 

The sound of the glass bottle being set down on the marble counter 
ricochets in the weighted silence between us. “If that’s what you really 
think I want, let’s make this a little more fun. You up for some friendly 
competition?” 

She sits back and crosses her arms. “What are you suggesting?” 

“Whoever is given the most cards in, hmm .. .” I drum my fingers against 
the bottle then take a quick sip. “Let’s say three days, wins.” 

“And what will I get when I win?” I can’t help but smirk at her 
confidence. 

“T’ll let this silly little crush go. This is all we’ll ever be.” I gesture 
between us, and she watches my hand with a nervous swallow. 

My pulse quickens when I think I see a flash of regret in her eyes. But it’s 
gone just as quickly as it came. “And what do you win?” 

“One night with you.” Her brow arches, and I add, “In my bed.” 

She smirks. “I’ve already slept in your bed.” 

“Oh, a réalta, I don’t plan on doing much sleeping.” 

She rolls her eyes then sits quietly, considering my offer. I know what I’m 
asking of her: be mine for one night. I like to think her hesitation is due to 


fear it will feel too good, too real to let it only last one night. 


Her eyes bounce side to side in thought, and when they finally land on 
me, it’s like a jolt of electricity. “Deal. But I have a few things to add.” I 
nod my head for her to continue. “Tiered point system based on 
membership status. Gold card is one, platinum card is five, etc., but 
whoever gets the killer’s card is the automatic winner, regardless of points.” 

I smirk and raise my eyebrows. “That’s all?” 

She purses her lips while she thinks, then she quickly adds, “And you 
have to be given the card, no stealing, trickery, or any other scheme you 
come up with.” 

“Fine with me,” I agree. 

Stella is right about one thing. I am an adrenaline junkie, and my blood is 
already pumping with anticipation for this new challenge. 

“Great. When does the clock start?” she asks, and I recognize a matching 
flame in her eyes, the thrill of the game. 

“Right now. Better go get dressed.” I flick my chin at the pajamas she’s 
wearing. She gives me a competitive look and hops off her stool. 

“Can’t wait to see how not indifferent you really are.” 

“You'll be waiting a long time,” she says with a bite. This is going to be a 
lot more fun than my original idea. 

I was going to suggest faking some kind of system update and collecting 
everyone’s cards under the guise of giving them new ones, but I like this 
competition much better. Because as much as she’s trying to prove 
something with this game, so am I. 

When she passes my side of the kitchen island, my hand swipes out and 
wraps around her wrist. Her eyes widen in surprise as I pull her over to me, 
locking my other hand around her back. I tug her close until our hips kiss. 


With her wrist still in my grip, I hold it up like we’re slow dancing. 


She stiffens when I lean even closer and growl in her ear. “You didn’t 
seem so indifferent when you were begging for my cum.” I bite down on 
her ear with a quick nip and release her. I’m already turning away toward 


my room when I hear the little gasp she makes. 


Stella 

I get ready with anxious butterflies battering my stomach. It’s a mix of 
excitement, the high of a new challenge, and a spiraling what-the-fuck- 
have-I-gotten-myself-into realization. I shuffle through all the dresses 
hanging in my closet. The colors and textures range from classy and sharp 
to whimsical and fun, yet nothing feels right. Nothing lives up to the stakes 
that have been raised. 

I find myself pulling my suitcase out from under the bed and looking at 
the one piece of clothing I didn’t unpack. I don’t even know why I brought 
it, to be honest. I threw it in at the last minute, and now it’s staring back at 
me, daring me. 

“Oh, what the hell,” I mutter to myself and take it out. 

If we’re doing this, I’m playing to win. 

When I exit my room, Lochlan is already waiting in the living area. He’s 
sitting on the couch directly across from my door. He looks up from his 
phone, his elbows resting on his knees. My skin prickles as his eyes drag up 


my body. When he sees the dress I’m wearing, he sits back, his palms 


dragging up his thighs. His jaw clenches, and holding his intense gaze feels 
like Atlas holding the world. 

Without a word, he stands, and my mouth goes dry. His gray silk shirt has 
a large, bright pattern and is loosely buttoned halfway up his cut torso. His 
broad chest and shoulders fill it out, while the short sleeves strain over his 
biceps. It’s a shirt I’ve seen him wear once before and distinctly remember 
saying it looked good on him. 

I can’t fault him for the choice, considering I am wearing the sheer, 
sparkly dress I wore on my birthday. 

He flicks his head toward the door. “Well... >” 

“Yeah.” I clear my throat and roll my shoulders back. “Let’s go.” 

He holds the front door open for me. As I walk through, he says low but 
clear, “You look good, a réalta.” 

“You too.” I lift my brows and drop my gaze up and down his chest. 
“Nice shirt.” 

He smirks with a light chuckle, and I can’t help but crack a small smile 
too. 

After a few minutes of walking, I break the silence with a pressing 
question. “What do we do when we get the killer’s card? You remember the 
number, right? 30314.” 

“Pocket it and come to me,” he says assuredly, and I am comforted by his 
nonchalance while hunting murderers. I know we give Harlow a lot of shit, 
but she’s one brave bitch. “The cards have their names on it too, right?” 

“Yes, along with their tier, number, and preferences,” I say, and he nods 
along. 

“So, the card itself has everything on it, identity, number, so forth, but the 


resort doesn’t keep records of any of that?” he asks incredulously, and I 


have to agree it’s pretty damn stupid. “How does that even work?” 

“Since we didn’t go through the check-in process, I had one of the 
reception staff walk me through the steps a typical guest would go through. 
When a new member arrives, they fill out a form with their details, and the 
staff member enters all that into a temporary file just for printing the card,” 
I explain. “After the card is printed, they shred the paper form right in front 
of you.” 

He pushes his hair back and my eyes catch on the way the silk shirt hugs 
his muscles. Damn him. “And the numbers?” 

“All the numbers are preprogrammed to a tier. So when, let’s say a 
platinum member arrives, they grab one of the cards that already has 
platinum access and emboss the guest’s info onto the card without ever 
storing the details anywhere.” 

When we reach Libidine, we pause a few paces away from the entrance to 
continue our conversation in hushed tones. Luckily, there isn’t anyone 
coming or going right now. 

He gives me a thoughtful look. “Does that mean we already know the 
killer’s tier?” 

“Yeah, but it doesn’t do us much good unless we want to ask every gold 
member if they cut off Jeffery’s dick. And I probably only know ten guests 
by name. So even a list of their names isn’t helpful unless we can recognize 
them.” ! 

“Yeah, right,” he grumbles and shuffles his fingers through his hair again 
—his telltale habit when he’s getting lost in thought—then strides toward 
the entrance doors. 

“You’re not getting cold feet now, are you?” I tease, but he gives me a 


hard look, his hand frozen on the door handle. 


“Course not. Just remember that whatever happens, this was what you 
wanted.” With that, he swings the doors open and leaves me with his cryptic 
words settling like lead in my stomach. I try to ignore the foreboding 
feeling and make my feet follow him. 

Stepping into Libidine sends a chilling buzz down my spine. The 
atmosphere is an intoxicating cocktail of all the secrets I know haunt these 
walls and the illicit thrill of the fantasies that can become realities. 

Lochlan glances over his shoulder with a taunting look before he 
disappears into the crowd. I know what I said at the villa hurt him, but 
sometimes caring for someone feels like hurting them. 

I realize now this game we’ve concocted is going to be the best thing for 
both of us. It’s too easy to get lost in the hunger of his blue eyes and the 
reverence of his touch. Too easy to get lost and never want to be found. But 
I have to return to reality sooner or later. 

And he needs to be reminded that I’m not the only one for him. The 
thought stings, but I tell myself it’s just my ego rebelling against being 
runner-up. 

No, this is good. This is what I want, I remind myself. I wasn’t lying when 
I said there have been a lot of heightened emotions. I am sure these 
confusing feelings toward Lochlan are due to them, and I need to try harder 
to see clearly through their haze. 

A familiar face catches my eye and I wave Lulu down. “Ms. Wright, what 
can I get for you?” 

“T have an unusual request,” I whisper, and she leans closer to hear me. 

She chortles. “Oh, I doubt it. You won’t believe what kind of requests I 


get working here.” I smile and the guilty feeling in my chest relaxes a little. 


I take a hundred-dollar bill from my clutch and offer it to her. “Flirt with 
Lochlan, try to get him to take you home.” 

She tucks the money into her bra and smirks conspiringly. “He just 
ordered shots,” she says and wiggles her shoulders excitedly before 
spinning back toward the bar. 

My heart quickens as I watch her pick up a shot glass full of liquor and 
flounce over to Lochlan’s table. He’s sitting at the end of one of the 
semicircle booths. 

His arm rests along the back, and I get a good look at the cherub with a 
machine gun on the back of his hand. It’s an oddly fitting tattoo. I watch the 
corded muscles of his forearm flex as his fingers tighten around the cushion 
when he sees Lulu approaching. 

I change my position by a few steps so I can see his face, but he can’t see 
me. The clandestiness of it all has me tiptoeing as if I need to quiet my 
footsteps to sneak past. When, in reality, I am camouflaged with the other 
guests and my steps are inaudible amid the club’s music. But still, the sense 
that I’m about to be caught races up my spine. 

Lulu drops into his lap and the pit of my stomach pangs when he 
immediately wraps his arm around her waist, smooth and natural. With a 
bashful look, she says something that makes him laugh. His warm, husky 
chuckle I know so well echoes in my head. 

I thought she was excited about the shot to loosen him up, but I realize 
she has a totally different intention when she slips the small glass between 
her breasts, held in place by her corset. 

I swallow and try to remember this is my own doing. I steel myself for 
what’s to come when he leans forward and she rocks back to give him 


room. His mouth is so close to her pushed-up breasts. I feel the phantom of 


his breath against my own neck. Chills radiate down my arms in suspense 
for a moment I find I am dreading. 

Right before he’s about to remove the glass with his lips, his eyes cut up 
to me. They are blazing. The heat crashes into me even from across the 
room. 

He keeps painfully intentional eye contact as he ignores the shot and licks 
a lascivious path up her throat. My breath stalls and there’s a flicker of a 
smirk in his piercing gaze, like he knows he just sucked all the oxygen out 
of my lungs with one swipe of his tongue. 

He only breaks our connection to dip down again and pluck the shot from 
her cleavage with his mouth, throwing his head back. The clear liquid 
disappears down his throat and he sets the empty glass down. 

A dark smile carves his face as he finds my eyes again while wrapping his 
arm tighter around Lulu’s petite frame and whispering in her ear. My face 
heats, and I wonder what filthy words he’s teasing her with. 

My chest hammers, and I’m about to walk away when she slides off his 
lap and turns toward me. He tilts his head to the side and, with the same 
cruel smile, drags his thumb over his bottom lip, wiping any spilled liquor. 

Curiosity makes me remain in place as she makes her way to me. When 
she reaches me, she relays, “Lochlan says you just wasted a hundred 
bucks.” 
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Chapter 23 


Should Have 


Lochlan 


’m not as strong of a fighter as Roan. ' I’m not a tech genius like Finn. 
I I don’t command power and respect like Cash, but there are two areas I 
excel: collecting debts through any means necessary and being one 
charming motherfucker. 

The first two cards are easy to get. Like riding a bike, I fall right into old 
patterns. But once the initial excitement of the competition wears off, I’m 
wholly unmotivated to put in the effort it takes to feign interest. 

I find myself subconsciously scanning the room while the woman I’m 
sitting with talks at me. For some reason, my eyes catch on the back of a 


man in a navy sports coat. I watch him slide his empty tumbler across the 


bar as he stands from his stool. I can’t see the person he’s talking to until he 
leans forward to kiss their cheek in parting. 

Stella brushes her locs behind her ear and presses her cheek to his. Our 
eyes lock, and I can feel the aftershock of our connection ripple across the 
room. This is the first time I’m seeing her since she sent Lulu over. I tried 
my damnedest the last few hours not to look for her and focus on winning 
cards, but now that I’ve found her, I can’t tear myself away. 

Her lip curls in a small smirk, and my stomach knots. She goes from 
kissing the air to brushing her lips against his face, her eyes fluttering shut 
sensually. 

My lungs freeze up for the length of the kiss. It couldn’t be more than two 
seconds, but it feels like I’ll never breathe again. They finally pull apart and 
she looks at me over his shoulder before turning her attention back to him, 
cupping his cheek. 

My molars feel a second away from cracking, and I must be showing it 
because the woman in front of me asks, “Are you alright?” 

I relax my jaw and turn on my signature smile. “Better than alright. Now, 
tell me more about that,” I coo, brushing her auburn hair off her shoulder. 
My eyes cut to Stella quickly, making sure she’s watching. I trail my hand 
down her arm and speak quietly, so she has to lean in. “I love how 
passionate you are.” Passionate about what? I don’t know, but it will keep 
her talking and give me more time to toy with Stella. 

Navy sport coat gives a card to Stella before walking away. I’ve found 
most people hand out their card then dip, leaving the ball in the other 
person’s court. Which works well for us, trying to get as many cards as 


possible in one night. 


The woman—lI think her name is Alice—chatters on, and Stella waves the 
man’s card, tucked between two of her fingers. She mouths the word, 
Diamond, and smiles triumphantly before tucking it into her bra. 

At this point, I couldn’t care less about finding the killer. I do because it’s 
important to Stella, but this game isn’t about that anymore. It’s about 
shaking Stella awake to what’s right in front of her. 

We’re good together. Damn good. 

I’m not above these childish games of jealousy if that’s what it takes. 

I rest my arm along the back of the cushioned bench and place my hand 
on Alice’s leg. I don’t look at Stella, but I can feel her gaze burning into me. 
I drag my palm up Alice’s thigh and trace the hem of her skirt, gradually 
leaning closer. She asks me questions, and I answer on autopilot, only 
caring about one thing: how I look to Stella. 

Her words go in one ear and out the other. All my attention goes to 
absorbing Stella’s reaction in my peripheral as my hand slips under Alice’s 
skirt. I feel nothing for this woman. I don’t even feel bad for using her. The 
way Stella grips her martini glass like a sword she’s carrying into battle as 
she stands is worth any false hope I give Alice. 

I track her as she glides through the club, turning heads as she goes. That 
goddamn dress swishes back and forth as she walks, catching the red lights 
and highlighting her delicious ass with every step. She finishes her drink 
and puts the empty glass on a passing cigarette girl’s tray. 

She doesn’t go to the front entrance we always use. Instead, she takes a 
side exit directly in my line of sight. I receive her message loud and clear, 
like a trumpet in my chest, my ribs swell. 

“T’m sorry. I have to go,” I say briskly and stand, eyes fixed on the door 


Stella just left through like it will disappear if I look away and she’Il be lost 


to me forever. 

“Oh, let me give you my card before you leave.” She jumps up after me 
and hands me a little black card. 

“Have a good night, Alice,” I say distractedly, scanning the number 
quickly before stuffing it in my pocket. 

Her face falls. “It’s Allison.” 

I cock my head to the side. “Isn’t that what I said?” 

I don’t bother sticking around for her reply. Not when I know what’s 
waiting for me outside. Stella’s finally ready to eat her words and admit that 
she can’t stand the thought of me with anyone else. What else could be 
worth giving up precious time to win more cards? 

My heart pounds as I stalk to the side door, pushing it open. The air 
instantly feels humid compared to the club’s AC. It clings to my skin, and I 
can taste the salty air on my tongue. It feels like all my senses are 
heightened, straining to find what I’m searching for. I can hear my heartbeat 
in my ears as my head swivels, looking around for Stella. 

This must primarily be a staff entrance. The only light is on the corner of 
the building twenty feet away. Tropical trees and plants create a dense wall 
in front of me. A small path winds the perimeter of the club. I walk away 
from the light. 

I hope Stella’s ready for what happens in the dark. 

I see her as soon as I round the corner. She’s standing in the middle of the 
path, one hand on her hip and her head tilted to the side. My throat tightens. 

“What are we doing out here, Stella Mae? You weren’t getting jealous, 
were you?” My chuckle is taunting as I try to hide the unbridled excitement 
bubbling inside me. I watch her pretty throat bob on a swallow. My hand 


itches to wrap around it and feel her try to do it again. 


Her eyes glint viciously. “Maybe I just didn’t want to see you suck face 
with some girl. Wanting to keep my dinner down isn’t the same as being 
jealous.” Her words cut deep, puncturing any hope I had for this moment. 

I laugh dryly, anger and sadness making it as cold as ice. I take a step 
closer, wetting my lip. My stomach churns but the words still come out, 
painfully vulnerable even if said in a cocky lilt. “My kisses are only for 
you, a réalta.” 

The surliness strips from her face. “What do you mean?” Her voice is 
surprisingly small as I take another step. 

I’m close enough to tuck a loc behind her ear. My finger trails down her 
jaw and tilts her chin up. Maybe I can still save this. “You’re the only 
person I’ve kissed since your birthday.” 

Her eyes sink then brighten again as she narrows them and says, “What 
about Veronica?” 

Her gotcha moment is short-lived. “I dropped her off right after we ate. 
Nothing ever happened.” 

A wave of emotion crashes over her face. So many intertwined together, I 
can’t parse them apart. Regret, shock, hurt, happiness. It’s like watching a 
flickering slide show. Whatever one she lands on has her rising onto her 
toes and cradling my cheek. 

I let her pull me forward even as her face hardens save the crease between 
her brows. Her breath feathers against my lips as she speaks. “You 
shouldn’t have.” 

My heart cracks. Every flicker of heat spills out, and I’m left with nothing 
but a cold, hard excuse of a muscle. 

My hand tenderly lifts her chin, winds under her hair, and grips the nape 


of her neck. I draw her even closer, so close our noses brush. “You think I 


should have kissed her?” My words come out like gravel. 

She nods, an infinitesimally small movement, and the gnarled thing in my 
chest twists even more. Her eyes drop to my lips. “Yes.” 

My hand tightens on the muscles of her neck, and I drag her down. 
“Should I have pushed her to her knees?” She gazes up at me with heavy 
but wanting eyes. I step back and she barely lifts her lips in a tiny smile that 
says she’ll play this game. She folds onto her knees. She thinks ready, but 
we're playing two very different games. 

“Told her to take it out?” I grind out, and Stella’s fingers pluck at my 
pants’ button. My abs clench as she tugs down the waistband and frees my 
cock. I grit my teeth as her hand wraps around my length. 

“Spit on it,” I rasp. My breath catches when she does, the sight of her spit 
dripping over my cock throwing fuel on an already out of control fire. I 
drag my thumb over her lips, smearing her spit. “That’s my dirty girl,” I 
murmur approvingly, and there’s a hint of a smile on her face. 

I use my thumb to gently hinge her mouth open. “Should I have asked if 
she was ready for me to fuck her greedy mouth or just make her take it?” 
Stella pulls my hips forward and flicks her tongue out. I groan. 

“Maybe say I want to hear what she sounds like with my cock down her 
throat?” She sticks her tongue farther out at the same time I rock closer. My 
nostrils flare as the bottom of my cock glides against her wet tongue. 

I can barely speak when she closes her lips around me and swirls her 
tongue around my head. “Do you think she’d beg to be used like you did?” 
She moans as I push forward, hitting the back of her throat. 

My hands clasp either side of her face. I pull back before thrusting deep 
again. She gags. I hate the part of me that sparks to life at the pained sound, 


but I can’t deny its existence either. But when I look down, I see her 
looking lusty and content. With conflicting feelings, I push on. 

“You probably would have liked to watch, huh? I know how much you 
love watching pretty things getting wrecked.” I loosen my hands around her 
face, and she nods before beginning to bob back and forth on her own. 

“Christ.” My eyes screw shut with a groan when she swallows around my 
tip. Each thrust, every choking noise flays me open a little more. I never 
knew pleasure could cause so much pain. “You feel so fucking good it 
hurts.” 

Her eyes twinkle up at me as she adds her hands, stroking her spit up and 
down my cock. It hurts to see her enjoyment. Stella wouldn’t get on her 
knees for just any man, so why can’t she admit that I’m not just any man? 

Maybe I need to treat her like just any other woman. The thought pains 
me, but it’s that pain that spurs me on. I need for her to feel just a little of 
what I am. 

I tighten my hands on her head and say in a dark whisper, “Maybe I 
should’ve told her to relax her throat, so I can really fuck her face.” She 
obediently drops her hands into her lap and gives me the smallest nod of 
consent. 

“You think she’d let me? Pound her tight throat until she’s breathless and 
crying?” Stella’s eyes grow hooded with lust at my description, and I grind 
my teeth as I thrust harder in and out of her lips. 

“At least she wouldn’t tease me, beg me for a taste, then turn her nose up 
at me.” There’s hurt behind the callousness in my voice. 

I hope she can hear it. I begin to fuck deeper, harder. I hit the back of her 
throat, making her gag again and again, like I am searching for some kind 


of reconciliation with every thrust. 


My throat constricts as I realize tears well in her eyes. I brush one thumb 
over her cheek and a spilled tear. “Pretty girl, crying for me.” The soft smile 
in her gaze at my praise shocks me back to reality. 

“Fuck!” I shout as I abruptly pull away. I shove my fingers in my hair, 
pulling at the roots as I pace back and forth. “I can’t. I can’t do this.” 

“Can’t do what?” she asks hesitantly behind me. 

When I turn around, she’s on her feet and looking at me with misplaced 
concern. It won’t be there after I have my say. 

“T wanted—want—to hurt you, Stella. I want to make you feel just a little 
of the helplessness I do.” I drag my palms over my face, sighing in 
frustration. “You know, when we came out here, I thought you were finally 
going to admit your feelings for me extend beyond this island. Because I 
know that when we leave here, this isn’t fucking ending.” 

Now that I’m talking freely, the words keep spilling out as she stands 
stoic, her face hard as she tries to be detached. “When you pulled me into 
that bathroom?” My voice cracks. “You can’t tell me that was as a fucking 
friend—” 

“T’m sorry if I gave you that impression—” 

“Oh, fuck that.” I groan, rolling my head back before turning my gaze 
sharply back to her. “I thought you at least respected me enough to not feed 
me that bullshit.” 

“Lochlan ...,” she says calmly, like she’s talking to a belligerent child. 
Which pisses me off even more. 

“What? What, Stella?” I demand, beginning to pace again. My hands ball 
into tight fists, and I’m on the verge of exploding. “Is this when you’re 
going to tell me I’ve imagined it all? That I’m crazy for thinking we could 


ever be more?” 


She looks beaten down but still strong. “You’re not crazy, but you are 
making up these stories in your head. You can’t punish me for not living up 
to your fantasy.” 

“Well.” I scoff a dry laugh. I feel so goddamn hollow inside, as if I 
imploded rather than exploded. Every tumultuous feeling drains from me in 
a split second, taking every ounce of energy I have left to fight. 

“Okay then.” I exhale and turn around. 

“Lochlan—” 

“Don’t worry, I heard you.” It physically hurts to look her in the eyes. 


“Toud and clear.” 
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Chapter 24 


Lucky Charms 


Stella 


*m eating a late breakfast alone in the villa’s kitchen when the front 
| door slams open. I jolt back in my stool then frantically reach for my 
fork. I grip it with my full fist, ready to take a motherfucker’s eye out, when 
Lochlan stumbles into view. 
“Jesus Christ.” I exhale and relax back into my seat. “I thought you were 
in your room.” 
“Nope,” he says flatly and lifts his brows, but his eyelids barely rise. His 
eyes are hazy and rimmed with dark circles and his shirt is fully untucked. 
He’s carrying his shoes, and I look down and see his pant legs are rolled 


and wet, his feet sandy. He shuffles in a tired sway. 


“Have you been out all night?” 

“Yep.” He leans on the counter across from me, having to rest his entire 
body weight on it to stay upright while he digs in his pockets. 

“Jesus, Loch,” I mutter, concerned and slightly baffled. I haven’t seen him 
this bad since he was twenty. Guilt gnaws at me. 

He finally pulls something from his pocket and throws a stack of plastic 
member cards on the counter. They fan out on the marble. With his head 
hanging, he looks at me. My stomach sinks seeing the hurt and spite in his 
eyes. It may even come across as vitriol, if he wasn’t so exhausted. 

He doesn’t say anything else before going to his room and closing the 
door. I can’t help but feel responsible, but he’s a grown ass man. If he reacts 
to getting his feelings hurt by going on an all-night bender, that’s on him. 
His behavior proves my point: he’s too immature and unpredictable for me. 

I need someone who can confront their emotions and have a discussion 
like an adult, not with me on my knees and his cock down my throat. 

The memory of last night crawls into my mind, and the hypocrisy hits me 
like a ton of bricks. 

I have turned and run from my feelings every step of the way. I knew how 
he felt and chose to ignore it because it was easier to pretend this was just a 
fling for both of us. I hurt him to protect myself. 

I drop the bite on my fork, suddenly void of all appetite. 

I get up and walk to the patio. The beach is a short walk away. Its pristine 
sand and aqua waters look like something out of a travel magazine. I curl up 
on the patio chair to feel the sun on my skin, but it does nothing to warm 
the chill eating at my bones. 

I’m not supposed to hurt the people I care for the most. I’ve carried the 


eternal oldest sister role into everything I do. Taking care of others—even at 


my own expense—is where I bring my value, so this failure hits even 
harder. I am weighed down with this sick feeling of guilt, but at the same 
time, frustration and irritation begin to bubble up. 

I’ve been honest with Lochlan from the start. 

I never promised something I couldn’t give. 


Why is it my fault he didn’t believe me? 


Lochlan doesn’t come out of his room the rest of the day. Like a grumpy 
teenager, he’s hidden away, nursing the hangover I’m sure he has. As the 
day drags on, the more and more it irritates me. And the guiltier I feel. 

After grabbing dinner solo at the oceanside restaurant, I come back and 
get ready to go out again. I don’t know if the game is even still happening 
after last night, but game or no game, there’s still a killer out there. 

Though, the more time passes without any further incident or attempts to 
implicate me, the more I start to doubt I was intentionally framed. Maybe 
being drugged was something or someone else entirely. Could the two not 
even be related? 

I’m beginning to think I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, that 
getting me tied up in this mess was never the killer’s intention. 

But then I remember how it felt to be convinced I’d killed someone. I’d 
never imagined myself capable of that, yet I was thoroughly convinced. 


That kind of persuasion doesn’t happen “accidentally.” 


Between Lochlan and this murder, there are too many things out of my 
control. I feel so unmoored that when my phone rings, I’m tempted to throw 
it across the room. I don’t want to deal with whoever is on the other line 
and what problem they are going to inevitably throw at me. 

The last thing I need right now is a shattered phone, so with a heavy sigh, 
I pick it off the coffee table and flop down on the couch. I groan when I see 
it’s Clark. His phone calls always lead to more chaos. 

I take one calming breath then answer, “Hi, Clark.” 

“Stella, how are you? Good, good,” he says to my generic answer and 
continues, “So, listen, we can’t keep the island locked down any longer. 
Guests are getting impatient to leave and are discussing getting their own 
charters if ours remain unusable.” 

“T guess that’s to be expected,” I say understandingly. 

“Yes, well, it was worth a try. Tomorrow morning, we’ll resume ferrying.” 
He’s talking more rapidly than usual, and I get the sense he’s only half 
paying attention to our conversation. 

“Anyway, I know you two have been doing some sort of investigation.” 
He adds an emphasis that sounds like he’d say it with a wink if we were in 
person. “And I wanted to pass along my gratitude, but I do think it’s time to 
call it a wrap. There doesn’t seem to be a persisting threat, and I truly feel 
that whatever happened was an isolated incident that my poor brother 
brought on himself.” 

“Okay.” I’m not quite sure how to feel, especially with his weird energy. 
“T appreciate your confidence in the situation and am glad you feel relieved 
of any danger. As we step into ownership, I’m not sure this will be 
something we’ll simply be able to drop completely, but I won’t oppose 


unlocking the island.” 


“Good, great. That’s all I needed to hear, and thanks again, Stella. I am 
proud to hand off this special place to your capable hands. Alright, bye now, 
I’m sure we’!l speak again before you leave.” Abruptly, he hangs up. 

I set my phone down in a confused daze. What just happened? Why was 
he acting so fucking weird? 

I sit for a moment, speculations running wild in my mind. I’m about to get 
up to update Lochlan when his door opens and he walks out. 

His appearance is night and day from this morning. His hair is pushed 
back and out of his face, and he looks well-rested and is dressed in his 
casual going out clothes. 

“Hey,” I say awkwardly, walking to sit at the kitchen island. 

“Hey.” He doesn’t look at me, instead opening the fridge and searching 
inside. He turns around, holding out a beer. “Want one?” 

“No, I’m good. Thank you.” I fight back a wave of emotion, his small 
peace offering relieving some of the tension in my chest I didn’t realize was 
knotted up so tight. 

He pops the bottle with his teeth then leans against the edge of the sink, 
facing me with his ankles crossed. He dips his chin, hard blue eyes 
unflinchingly meeting mine as he takes a sip. When he’s done, he holds the 
bottle loosely by the neck and tilts his head expectantly. 

When I don’t say anything, he smirks out of the corner of his mouth and 
says, “Ready for round two?” I feel a little whiplashed by his nonchalance 
after this morning. Especially when I see lingering bitterness in his eyes, 
hurt behind his smile. 

“Are we still doing that?” I ask, a little exasperated. 

He pushes off the sink to stand tall and confident. Is he trying to 


intimidate me? 


“Of course, we are,” he says with a hint of a threat. “I’m no quitter and 
neither are you, Stella Mae.” My body instantly reacts, like paper in a fire, 
to my full name in his low voice and cocky lilt. 

Rather than burn brighter, I shrivel to ashes. “Don’t call me that.” 

His expression is a mix of offended and confused. “Is that not something a 
friend would call you>” 

Frustration flares, but I tamp it down and change the subject. “Clark just 
called. He was being really weird, basically said he didn’t care about 
finding his brother’s killer anymore. And that they’re taking the island off 
lockdown.” 

“Tt was bound to happen sooner or later.” He shrugs and takes another sip. 
“Tf the killer can leave tomorrow moming, I guess that means the game 
ends tonight. You better catch a whale.” He scoops up the cards he scattered 
on the counter earlier and drops them one by one into his palm. “You have a 
lot of catching up to do, and I’m sure you want to win more than ever now.” 

His words have a hard edge behind the arrogance. I think back to our 
conversation at the beginning of all of this. 

And what will I get when I win? 

Ill let this silly little crush go. This is all we’ll ever be. 

Standing, I grab my clutch from the counter and slip my phone inside. 


Before heading out, I feel nothing but coldness when I say, “I don’t lose.” 


I don’t get the same thrill walking into Libidine tonight. The scandalous 
energy that is usually intoxicating feels noxious. As if the room is filled 
with people making bad decisions rather than liberating choices. 

I don’t know if it’s my desire to win, spite, or just sheer stubbornness that 
makes me search out Lulu as soon as | arrive. 

“Do you want your hundred bucks back?” she asks jokingly. 

I laugh. “No, of course not. But I do have another question for you.” 

“Oh, yes. Shoot, girl.” She wiggles her shoulders, and I appreciate the 
levity of her presence. She makes everything feel fun and bubbly. 

“Do you know anyone here that’s a diamond member?” Lochlan was 
right. I’m a solid eight points behind. Securing a diamond member card is 
my best chance of closing that lead. 

She scrunches her nose, thinking. Then her eyes light up and she reaches 
behind me, grabbing someone’s arm and pulling them into our 
conversation. Juliette. “Juju, who here is a diamond member?” 

“Juju and Lulu?” I ask with an amused smile. 

Juliette shrugs and half rolls her eyes, as if to say don’t ask me, and Lulu 
squeals. “I know. Isn’t it just so cute?” 

“Adorable.” I fight back a laugh, especially when I see Juliette is too. 

“Juju knows, like, everyone. You should see how many cards she gets 
after her performances,’ she says dramatically. Juliette cracks an 
unapologetic smile as Lulu continues, “I was thinking of the Benjamins but 
I haven’t seen them tonight.” 

“What about Mr. Costa,” Juliette suggests. 

“Oh my gosh, yes.” She bobs her head up and down in an exaggerated 
nod. “If he’s here, you’ll find him at the poker tables. Just be prepared to 


offer something other than money if you decide to play.” She gives me a 
salacious look to emphasize her meaning. 

I want to ask more questions when a guest taps her on the shoulder. She 
wishes me good luck with a wink and spins around to help the patron. 

Juliette links her arm with mine and smiles warmly. “Come on, I’ll show 
you over.” 

“How long have you been coming here?” I ask as she guides us through 
the club’s main floor. 

“Oh, only about a month.” 

“T would have guessed much longer.” I chuckle, thinking of how long it 
would take me, if ever, to be comfortable enough to get fucked on stage. 

“Well, I got here a month ago and never left. Which I guess is a lot of time 
on the island when most members come for a week at a time or just the 
weekend.” 

She leads me to a room tucked away from the rest of the floor. Poker 
tables with red velvet and gilded carvings fill the space with a full bar in the 
back. Several extravagant chandeliers make this room brighter than any 
other place in the club. The wallpaper and carpet are made up of the same 
omate pattern. 

The room makes me think of absurdly wealthy people who fill their 
homes with expensive shit just because they can. 

But I can’t deny that I’m vibing with it. I immediately feel like I’m in a 
James Bond movie. 

Juliette scans the room until she spots a dark-haired man at the bar. He 
waves and she smiles coyly before taking us over to him. He looks like an 


older version of Effie’s brothers, with strong, handsome Italian features. I’d 


guess he’s no older than forty-five. There are stripes of gray by his temples 
in his otherwise jet-black hair that’s swept neatly back and styled with care. 

So different from Lochlan’s . . . I think I prefer the mess. 

The errant thought bounces into my head, causing a sharp pinch in my 
chest. 

“Mr. Costa, I want to introduce you to my friend, Stella.” 

“Stella. That’s how we call star. What a beautiful name,” he purrs with an 
Italian accent. 

“Thank you, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” I hold out my palm and he 
grasps my fingers gently, turning my hand and dusting his lips over my 
knuckles. 

“Antonio.” His dark green eyes cut up to mine. “The pleasure is all mine. 
Would you belle donne like to join me for a game? Perhaps you will be my 
lucky charms.” 

I look to Juliette, who gives me a conspiratorial smile. “Maybe next game. 
There’s someone I want to catch up with.” She flicks her head toward a 
woman down the bar. 

“Then you will need to bring twice the luck,” Antonio teases and offers 
me the crook of his arm. 

I’m disappointed when I take it and there’s no rush of nerves or 
butterflies. There should be. He’s gorgeous, rich, charming. And a diamond 
member. Which is what really matters tonight. 

I won’t go back on our deal if Lochlan wins, but I don’t know if our 
friendship—what’s left of it anyway—vwill survive if he does. 

Antonio takes a seat at a table, starting a new game. He greets the other 
players and dealer with a silent but amiable nod. Standing next to him, I 


place my hand on the back of his chair. He reaches behind himself to cover 


it with his. I wait for the butterflies or stomach swooping, but it never 
comes. 

“Is this seat taken?” 

I look up to find Lochlan standing over the empty chair. His eyes meet 
mine with sharpness that steals my breath. His lips curl into a devious 


smirk. “I’m feeling lucky tonight.” 
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Chapter 25 


The River Card 


Lochlan 


go to Juliette as soon as I see Stella walk away with that man. ' “Fancy 
| seeing you here,” I joke, sliding next to her at the poker room’s bar. 

“Hey.” She smiles, something that would have most straight men falling 
over themselves. She might as well be wearing her grandma’s muumuu for 
all the effect it has on me. 

Especially when my spine rankles from watching Stella’s hand drape over 
the man’s arm in my peripheral. “Are you looking for Stella? She’s over 
there with Mr. Costa.” 

“Hmm, who is he?” I ask Juliette with as much casualness as I can force 


through my clenched jaw. 


I must not be very convincing because her lip twitches in a small smirk. 
“Some high roller. He’s a diamond member, but I’ve never seen him take 
advantage of the benefits. He’s pretty much always in here.” 

“Oh yeah?” Looks like Stella found her whale. 

She nudges me, mischief in her tone. “Seems like they have room for one 
more player.” 

“Seems like you’re trying to start trouble.” 

We both laugh, and she gives my shoulder an encouraging push. “Well, go 
on then.” 

I think on it for about half a second. 

“Have a good night, Juliette. I owe you one.” I wink and she rolls her 
eyes, pushing me again—this time with both hands. 

Technically, there’s nothing in the rules about card-blocking. As I get 
closer to the table, I see her tense slightly when he lays his hand on hers, 
and I’m even more convinced this is the right decision. 

A good decision? Probably not, but the right one? Hell yes. 

I step up to the table. She still hasn’t seen me. My heart is racing even 
harder. “Is this seat taken?” 

She looks up and her expression is priceless. I pull out the chair and 
smirk. “I’m feeling lucky tonight.” 

As I sit down, the surprise on her face hardens to a pointed glare. She’s 
telling me to back off. I lift a brow to let her know I have no intention to. 

As cards are dealt and the game begins, I love watching Stella’s 
competitiveness come out. It’s subtle, given the setting, but I see it in 
everything she does. It’s in the way she rubs Costa’s shoulder for support 


but looks at me when he’s debating a move. Or the cool, barely there smirk 


whenever Costa raises. Or her increasing irritation as one by one, the other 
players fold until it’s just Costa, one other, and me. 

At some point, Juliette comes over and perches by my chair. Every time 
she whispers in my ear, she drags a finger down my arm, which is probably 
why nobody says anything. It looks like she’s sharing sweet nothings. 
Really, she’s sneaking me the other players’ tells. And it’s a good thing she 
is because I’m too busy silently toying with Stella to study the other 
players. 

It’s all so much fun, her frustration making my blood hot. Finally, the 
river card comes, and I already feel halfway to victory when I raise and put 
in more chips than Costa has left. 

I sit back with satisfaction as Costa assesses his chips. He’s short, no 
doubt about it, yet I’ve never seen Stella look so devious. 

Her gaze traipses down my chest before she locks eyes with me and then 
Slides into his lap. She nods to his wanting chips. “Want to call? Bet me.” 

“Excuse me?” I lurch forward on my elbows. 

At first, Costa looks confused by my reaction, then realization dawns on 
his face. Like a prick, he winds his arm around Stella and pulls her closer, 
eyeing me with a smug fucking look. On instinct, my mind starts to run 
through all the ways I could kill him without Stella getting hurt. 

I quickly collect myself and sit back, checking my hand again. I feel 
Juliette give my shoulder a supportive squeeze. I take a calming breath 
while my heart pounds harder, waiting for the other player to decide on his 
bet. 

He folds and Costa cheers, nuzzling Stella closer. “You really are my 
lucky charm, mia stella.” 


I see fucking red. 


It takes all of a second for me to draw my gun. 


Stella 

“Lochlan,” I scream, jumping off Costa’s lap. My heart rate skyrockets, 
adrenaline flooding my veins. I know he’s capable of murder on any given 
day. Who knows what he’!! do when he’s like this? Hurt, jealous, desperate. 
And with a gun. 

“Lochlan,” I repeat, and he just gives me one of his signature lopsided 
grins. 

“If we’re raising the stakes, we should really raise them.” He flips the 
revolver open and points it up, all the bullets falling out. “Don’t you think, 
a réalta?” His tone is like a viper, striking fast with a burning sting. 

People are gathering around us while keeping their distance, expressions 
varying from terrified to intrigued. A hushed sort of understanding falls 
over the crowd as Lochlan slots one of the bullets back into a chamber. He 
gives the cylinder a spin and the sound of clicking metal is sickening. 

“What do you say, Costa? How lucky are you feeling?” There’s 
amusement in his tone that makes me sick to my stomach. “Ill even go 
first. If you’re really lucky, I’ll die before it’s even your turn.” 

Slowly, while the room holds a collective breath, he raises the barrel to his 
temple. A few people scamper from the room, probably realizing that this 
isn’t for fucking show. He has a crazed smile and not a single ounce of fear 


on his face. 


“Please don’t. Lochlan, don’t. Please. Please.” I watch his finger begin to 
slowly tighten around the trigger with my heart lodged in my throat. His 
eyes are so blue and beautiful when they meet mine that I stop breathing. 
Can‘ breathe. 

I fling myself on the table and the wildness in his smile softens. I reach 


out for him, but I’m too late. My hands remain empty as he pulls the trigger. 


1. Play “Bad Decisions” by BOBI ANDONOV 
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Chapter 26 


Insufferable 


Lochlan 


he millisecond between pulling the trigger, not knowing what’s inside 
T the chamber, and realizing it’s empty feels like an hour. Cheating 
death is a high like nothing else. | It rushes through me, like every neuron 
and synapse in my body are sparking at the same time. Something stronger 
than life pumps through my blood. 

Air seems to flood back into Stella’s lungs when I start laughing. Her 
mouth, which had opened on a silent scream, closes as she scowls 
something fierce and stands upright. I smile at her irate expression because 
even though it’s for all the wrong reasons, I know every single thought in 


her head right now is of me. 


I hold the gun out and Costa stares at it for a second before stepping back, 
shaking his head. “No, no, cazzo.” He messes up his obnoxiously perfect 
styled hair by running his fingers through it and points a meaty finger at me. 
“You’re fucking crazy. I am out.” 

I shrug and tuck the gun back into my waistband. I turn my attention to 
Stella, certain that I look like a smug bastard because I feel like one. She 
opens her mouth then closes it tightly, deciding it’s not worth it, and storms 
out. 

I chase after her, laughing. When I reach her, I fling an arm over her 
shoulders. “So should we go to your place or mine?” 

She forcefully pushes my arm off and says through gritted teeth, “Don’t 
say another fucking word to me until we are outside because I’ll fucking 
slap you and I refuse to make a scene.” 

My eyebrows lift. “Sounds hot.” 

She cuts me a harsh glare. Chuckling, I pretend to zip my lips and throw 
away the key. We stride through the club and out the main entrance. As 
soon as the doors close behind us, she’s on me. 

She uses both hands to shove me with more strength than I expected. 
“You fucking goddamn idiot!” she yells, giving me another hard push. “Are 
you fucking insane? What the fuck was that?” 

“Three for three,” I say with an impressed grin. 

Her eyes widen. “What?” 

“You said fuck in all three sentences.” 

“Oh my god!” She groans and starts walking away, turning around to 
shout, “Fuck you, Lochlan fucking Fox!” 


“Would it help if I said they were blanks?” I holler, chasing after her. 


“No, because I know you’d be lying.” She continues to stomp down the 
wooden boardwalk, scoffing under her breath. “Blanks? Please, you’re a 
Fox.” 

I start singing Marvin Gay’s “Sexual Healing,” staying only a few steps 
behind her. She keeps walking straight, chin held high, and I know by her 
hands balling into fists she is trying her damnedest to ignore me. 

She sighs dramatically, and I must be a glutton for getting kicked in the 
balls because I choose this moment to run up behind her and pick her up. 
She shrieks and twists in my grasp, getting loose before I can throw her 
over my shoulder. 

“God! You’re really pissing me off right now.” She glowers at me then 
rolls her eyes when I fight back a smile. I reach for her again, and she yanks 
her hand away. 

“Oh, come on, a réalta. I’m not gonna have to tie you up tonight, am I? 
‘Cause there’s no backing out. A deal’s a deal.” 

She props her hand on her hip, “What makes you think you won? Maybe 
he gave me his card before you tried to blow his brains out?” 

I chuckle. “Because if that were the case, you’d be gloating right now. So 
... am I gonna have to tie you up, or are you going to behave?” Her eyes 
narrow, then a sly smile starts spreading on her lips. 

Suddenly, her face drops, and she points behind me. “Oh my god, is that 
him?” She gasps. 

I spin around, my hand already going for my gun— 

The next thing I know, I am being pushed off the boardwalk into a gully 
of greenery and Stella is sprinting away, shouting, “Last one to the villa gets 


tied up!” 


The sound of our racing feet fills the air. * My breath is loud in my ears, and 
I can’t stop smiling. The boardwalk curves, and our villa comes into sight. 

“All the way to the door,” I yell, hoping I can make up the yards she has 
on me with a little more runway. I'll be damned if I pass up an opportunity 
to have Stella Wright tied up in my bed. 

Stella glances over her shoulder, and I think I hear her curse under her 
breath as I draw closer. I push harder, until my thighs are burning and my 
lungs are screaming, and I’ve nearly closed the distance. If I reach out, I 
could probably grab her. 

It’s too little too late. She runs into the door, clapping it with both hands 
before spinning and collapsing back against it. Resting her head on the 
wood, she catches her breath and gives me a winner’s smirk. 

“Sorry, Lochy baby, maybe next time,” she coos, and I make a mental 
note to punish her for it later. 

Later, I think smugly, because I have all fucking night. 

I get out my key, both of us still breathing heavily as I reach behind her 
for the lock. We’re half a foot apart and my skin starts tingling. I glance 
down and see her tits raising and falling with each breath, a small dot of 
sweat sliding delicately between them. My eyes move leisurely up to her 
mouth, slightly parted and looking so damn fuckable. 


She clears her throat. “Did you forget what you’re doing?” 


“Yeah.” I unlock the door but don’t open it. “Got distracted remembering 
how good your lips looked wrapped around my cock.” 

She stifles a laugh then fixes her face and tries to sound annoyed. “Open 
the door, Lochlan.” 

I push it open and go straight to my bedroom for my kit. Pulling it out 
from under the bed, I set it on top. The sound of clanging metal and 
shuffling resounds from the kitchen. “What are you doing out there?” 

“Looking for something to tie your ass up with,” she shouts back, and I 
swear I get fucking giddy. 

I take the whole bag out to her, plopping it on the counter. I reach inside 
and hand her two zip ties. “Fair is fair. Hey, at least you won something 
tonight.” 

She snatches them and glares. “I hate you.” Peeking into my kit, she asks, 
“Ts that some kind of murder-on-the-go bag?” 

I wet my lip and shrug with a crooked smile. “Kidnap-kit, but, murder, 
kidnap, same thing. Usually.” 

“Right, of course, how silly of me,” she deadpans then leads the way to 
my room. 

As soon as we’re inside, I unbutton my shirt just enough to tug it over my 
head. I thrust my wrists at her, ready to be handcuffed. She looks at me, 
brows knit and eyes bouncing from my discarded shirt on the floor to bare 
chest. “Oh, sorry, did you want to do that? I can put it back on.” 

She scoffs but I can hear the small chuckle in it. “You really are 
insufferable, you know that?” She nods to the bed. “Just get on the damn 
bed.” 

I jump onto the mattress, landing with my hands tucked behind my head. 


She climbs up after me with a salty look. My grin spreads as she straddles 


my torso, her dress riding up her thighs. 

With a forced scowl, she cinches one of my wrists to the headboard, then 
the other. As she leans forward, her pelvis drags against me, and I can feel 
the material of her panties. 

“You can act like you hate this, but you and I both know that’s not true.” 

With a stoney face, she says, “It is true.” 

I smile out of the corner of my mouth. “Then why are your panties 
soaked?” 

She pointedly yanks the tie, making it even tighter. “Any chance you have 
a gag in that murder kit of yours too?” Before I can respond, she slides off 
the bed and adds, “I’ll be back.” 

I’m half-expecting her to walk out and never come back, but it’s only a 
minute later when she returns in a T-shirt dress with her hand stuffed inside 
a bag of chips. She only spares me a single glance before plopping herself 
in an armchair in the corner of the room. I watch, more and more confused, 
as she picks up the remote and turns on the TV. 

She pulls up The Office where we left off. Taking another handful of 
chips, she grins mischievously and presses play. 

Dropping my head into the pillow, I groan. “You gotta be kidding me.” 

About halfway through the episode, Stella gets a call. Her phone must be 
on silent, but I can hear it vibrating on and on. I sigh. “Are you gonna get 
that?” 

“That’s not my phone.” She looks at me like I’m being dumb. 

“Tf it’s mine, I can’t very well pick it up myself, now can I?” I huff, 
writhing in my confines for emphasis. 

She wets her lips before they spread into a small, devious smile. “It’s not 


a phone at all.” 


I turn my head as much as I can, but the arm of the chair blocks her entire 
lower half. Damn. 

“When did they start storing vibrators in the snack closet?” 

“T got it from my room, idiot.” Despite her tone, her words come out 
breathy and it makes me pull on my restraints with a snarl. She inhales 
sharply, her teeth digging into her lip. 

“Fuck, at least let me watch.” I groan. 

“You can see the TV just fine,” she says, amused. She thinks she’s just so 
funny. 

I listen to her soft whimpers, my jaw getting tighter and tighter with every 
Shallow gasp. After a few minutes, I feel like my ribcage is going to 
explode. My desire is driving me mad. Then, I get an idea. 

“It’s okay, I'll wait,” I say cooly, trying to come across relaxed. 

She pauses the show. “For?” 

“Sooner or later, you’re going to get yourself so worked up that you’ll 
come begging for my cock.” 

She barks a laugh and spins in the chair to face me. “You think I need 
your dick?” 

“Need? No, but I do know that pussy loves being stretched.” 

“Aww, someone’s little man ego thinks toys are competition,” she mocks. 

“Nah, we’re teammates, baby.” I smirk. “And when you’re whining and 
desperate to be fucked full of cum, there’s only one of us who can deliver.” 

Her eyes sharpen, and she hops out of her seat. She stares me down, a 
taunting tug on her lips as she slips off her panties under the long shirt. My 
immense satisfaction grows as she climbs onto the bed with the fire of 


something to prove in her eyes. 


Full of stubbornness, she straddles my thighs and undoes my pants. 
Fighting back a smirk, I lift my hips and she pulls them down with my 
briefs. 

She tilts her head quizzically to the side and reads my tattoo. “Fox Junior . 
.., She says slowly, as if reading it for the first time. “Junior as in small?” 
She bites her lip after letting a chuckle slip out. 

She dangles the bait, but I don’t bite. “Actually, I think your exact words 
were, ‘Fuck, you’re too big.’” 

I see the urge to keep up this verbal sparring in her eyes. She resists and 
chooses something much more powerful. Placing her feet on either side of 
my hips, she slowly lifts the hem of her dress until I can see her cunt 
hovering just above my throbbing cock. 

My desire to mess with her morphs into the all-consuming need to feel her 
wet heat around me. She tilts forward onto one knee and holds my cock at 
her entrance. My teeth grind as I wait for her to sink down on me. 

With a devilish smile, she rocks back and forth, barely grazing my tip. My 
jaw clenches with each pass and I exhale deeply through my nose. 

“What’s wrong, Loch?” She slips two fingers through her folds, lightly 
spreading them and running up and down the sides of her clit. “I thought 
you wanted to watch?” 

“Ha-ha, alright, alright.” Instinctively, I yank against my ties, my 
frustration growing. 

“Don’t you wanna watch me play with my pussy?” she says with sugary 
sweetness. She picks up her vibrator. A hoarse growl forms in my throat 
when she turns it on. 

She slips the buzzing toy into her pussy. Her pitch grows airy as she 


pushes it farther in. “What was it you said about me being stretched?” 


I suck in a breath, releasing it before I try to speak. “Fuck, Stella, you 
made your point.” 

She closes her eyes as if tuning me out and withdraws the toy to massage 
her clit with a mewl, circling my cock with her hand again. I bite into my 
lower lip, fucking burning for the moment she takes me. 

I mutter a curse of relief as she fits the head of my cock inside her. My 
eyelids can hardly stay open. I’m overwhelmed with the craving for more. I 
hear her snicker and my eyes fly open. She looks wickedly delighted at my 
pain as she continues to masturbate without giving me any more of her 
cunt. 

“Oh god, Lochlan.” She moans, and what’s left of my restraint is 
shattered. “It feels so good...so close...” 

I can’t stand it. I’m certain acid is burning up my bloodstream. I thrust up, 
desperate, but she just lifts her hips higher and tsks. “Naughty, naughty.” 

I rattle the headboard manically, growling, “This isn’t funny anymore, 
Stella.” 

She continues pleasuring herself, ignoring my desperation. “Oh fuck, I can 
feel my pussy clenching. I’m so fucking close . . . Imagine how I’d milk 
your cock when I come. I’d make you give it all to me, every drop—god!” 
she cries sharply. “I’d make you fill me until I’m leaking your cum.” Her 
jaw pulses, and she inhales hungrily before crying, high and strained, as she 
comes. 

In a sated daze, she sits back on my thighs. Rolling her head lazily back, 
she hums, satisfied. I stop fighting my restraints to take her in. Fucking 
gorgeous. Her thick eyelashes brushing her cheeks. Her locs half in a bun, 


half spilling out. Her smooth thighs disappearing under her shirt. 


“Let me see you, baby, please. Show me what I won.” Behind the 
desperation in my voice, there’s a rasp, the frays of my shredded control. 
My utter ruination. 

“What you won...” She repeats the words slowly, like she’s considering 
them and scrutinizing me with a fascinated slant to her head. She sits up. 
“Why did you do it?” 

“Do what?” I play dumb and try again “How about taking this shirt off, 
huh?” 

She rolls her eyes at my shitty attempt at a distraction. “You know what.” 

“T’ll tell you if you take your shirt off. Please, you’re killing me, pretty 
girl.” I chuckle weakly. 

“Tf I like your answer, I will.” 

The answer floats on my tongue. I inhale deeply, as if my lungs are trying 
to hold it back. After a conscious exhale, I say, “He called you mia stella.” 

The space between her brows creases and she purses her lips as if 
thinking. “My star? What’s so bad about that, that it’s worth dying for?” she 
says with amused disbelief. 


“Because you’re not his. You’re mine.” 


1. Play “Vegas (From the Original Motion Picture Soundtrack ELVIS)” by 
Doja Cat 

2. Continue playing “Vegas (From the Original Motion Picture Sountrack 
ELVIS)” by Doja Cat 
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Chapter 27 


My Star 


Stella 


¢¢ Yours?” I scoff a laugh. 
The headboard shakes as he lurches forward like he’s trying to sit up. 

! When he doesn’t get very far, he huffs and continues, “Yeah, Stella, 
you’re my Star.” 

I cock my head to the side and eye him. “Did you hit your head when I 
pushed you off the boardwalk?” 

Tender hurt flashes across his face. He swallows and softly clears his 
throat as if tucking it away. “A réalta.” 


“Star? Your brothers call me that too.” 


“No, they call you réalta.” I notice the additional syllable now. I try to 
recall when he stopped calling me réalta and started saying a réalta. I 
barely registered the switch. 

Heaviness weighs on my chest as I remember. 

If I thought I was addicted to you before, I’m fucking hooked now, a réalta. 

Then I remember his words that night outside of Libidine. 

When you pulled me into that bathroom? You can’t tell me that was as a 
fucking friend. 

“Karaoke, the bathroom.” The weight expands, filling with excitement 
and guilt, warring reactions that can’t coexist. “You thought that was 
something more.” 

“T thought it was something more?” I sit back at his harsh, offended tone. 
“Tt’s not a matter of opinion. It’s the goddamn truth. That was something 
more,” He tugs fiercely on the ties, and my pulse races from seeing the 
passion in his eyes. “This is something more. We are something more.” 

His words create an echo in my soul. It’s thrilling and terrifying, heart 
wrenching and inexplicably elating. 

I jump at a loud snapping sound. One of the zip ties has broken. Lochlan 
registers the shock on my face with lascivious glee. 

“Oh, a réalta.” He sits up, a glowing hunger in his eyes. “You better run.” 

He gives the remaining tie a sharp tug, and the headboard smacks the wall 
with the force. I leap onto all fours, my heart jumping into my throat. I 
scurry off the bed, my feet hitting the smooth hardwood floor the second I 
hear the second zip tie break. 

I let out a combination of a giggle and a squeal with a hint of true 
trepidation. I dash to his door then hesitate in the frame, unsure where to go. 


The mattress creaks behind me, and adrenaline floods my bloodstream. 


I glance over my shoulder, and he’s already on his feet. I take off, a small 
scream slipping out. 

I can hear my heartbeat in my ears. It seems to sync with the sound of his 
footsteps. I sprint through the living area and run to the other side of the 
couch. I turn around and he stands opposite me. He moves side to side, in 
ready position to bolt in either direction. 

I jolt one way just to see what he does. Both of our arms out at our sides, 
he mirrors my move. It’s exhilarating, staring him down, wondering what 
he’ll do when he catches me. 

I try to fake him out, but he doesn’t fall for it. “Stop fighting the 
inevitable. It will only make it worse for you,” he warns. Then, with a 
devilish curl of his lip, he adds, “Or do. I’ll add it to the list of things I 
already can’t wait to punish you for.” 

“Punish me? For what?” I scoff. “You’re the one who turned a friendly 
game of poker into Russian roulette.” 

His eyes darken, the silver moonlight shining into the room making them 
sharp like steel. I dart toward the kitchen, thinking I have at least a few 
seconds before he can run around the couch, but he jumps over the back of 
it. He snatches me around the waist, swinging me around before I can even 
register what is happening. 

He pushes me forward. My hands land on the back of the couch, and my 
knees hit the cushion. His body cages me, and his breath is hot on my neck, 
yet chills break out down my arms. He flattens his chest against my back. 
His weight and strength have me helpless to escape. 

“You shine only for me.” My stomach crashes like waves against a rocky 
cliff. “I should pin you down and breed you so you can’t forget it.” His 


words are like ice down my spine, chilling and electrifying. “Imagine me 


taking you again and again. You’ll have no choice but to take every last 
drop of me into that needy fucking cunt.” 

“Oh my god.” I’m wracked with delicious shivers at the fantasy he’s 
painting. 

“Yeah.” He chuckles darkly. “I knew you’d fucking like that. Sweet, 
sensible Stella is really just a desperate cumslut.” 

I’m hardly aware of the breathy sound that comes out of me, and with it 
comes a high I am realizing only comes from losing control. “Yes.” 

He straightens and wraps his hand under my chin. He tilts my head 
straight back while his thumb opens my lips. Curling over me, he spits into 
my mouth. I feel it hit my tongue, and heat swirls between my thighs. 

“Say thank you,” he roughly orders. 

I swallow and strain to look him in the eyes. “Thank you.” 

He strokes my chin sweetly with his thumb then lightly brushes over my 
bottom lip, and I feel like I’m thanking him for so much more. 

He gently trails his palm around my neck to my shoulder and down my 
back as he lowers himself to his knees. 

“Spread, Stella. I want to feast on this dripping pussy before I fuck you 
bare.” There’s a strained, desperate quality to his voice, like he’s keeping 
himself from something he wants more than life. I widen my knees, and he 
spreads my cheeks, licking a hot and lustful path through them with a heady 
groan. I don’t understand how something so filthy could feel so reverent. 

The combination of feeling possessed and worshipped makes me feel like 
I’m floating, untethered. Only connected to earth through him. 

He flips over, sitting on the floor and resting his back against the edge of 
the couch. I’m hovering above his face, still on my hands and knees. He 


hooks his arms over my legs and palms my ass, pulling my hips down. “Sit 


back on me, baby. Ride my tongue, take anything you fucking want from 
me.” 

At the first drag of his outstretched tongue, my head empties of all 
thoughts except for this bright, luscious feeling. 

I moan, rocking my hips against him. The sensations are delicious and 
sweet, like warm honey spilling through my limbs. I could easily get lost in 
it, in him, but I crave something more vibrant, more brash. Something that 
makes my heart race and my mind sharpen to nothing but the present. 

Sliding off the couch, I stand above where he’s sitting on the floor. I look 
down at him between my legs. “I don’t want to take anything from you. I 
want you to take it from me.” 

I step over from him and take a few strides back. He gets to his feet, and 
his cerulean eyes are full intensity. I walk a little faster until I’m full out 
running, hollering over my shoulder, “Come on, Loch, make me take it.” 

I can barely describe the way my heart pounds. It’s fast and slow at the 
same time. Like my mind knows I should be scared, but my body wants me 
to be caught, fighting thousands of years of survival instinct. 

I sprint to the kitchen and run behind the counter. I’m breathing heavily 
and my heart is racing, but Lochlan looks so arrogantly calm as he slowly 
strides toward me. There’s a quality to his prowl that only a true predator 
can possess. When he looks at me, I can sense my time is limited. 

Suddenly, I am seeing the real him for the first time. A hunter. A killer. 

And he’s looking at me like I’m someone worth killing for. 

I’m frozen as he draws near. I can’t hear anything but my own breath 
resounding in my ears. I love the way my mind screams at me to run, but 


the more I resist, the stronger the high that is rushing through me. 


I let him draw closer and closer. My feet are itching to move, but I stay 
frozen to the spot. A curious smirk plays on his lips as I let him continue to 
close the distance. He rounds the island to the same side as me and raises 
his eyebrow as if to ask why I’m not running. 

I don’t want to get in the same situation as the couch, with him on the 
other side of the island and me with no exit route. 

So, I let him step closer... and closer... and closer... until he’s a little 
more than an arm’s length away. 

My heart speeds up as I jump up and pull myself onto the counter. I 
manage to make it onto my hands and knees, ready to crawl to the other 
side, when he grabs my ankle. My adrenaline spikes along with my 
excitement. 

The wind is knocked out of me as he yanks me back. My legs fall off the 
edge first, then my chest collapses onto the marble. Everything happens so 
quickly, yet there’s still moments where my heart hangs in eager, hungry 
suspense for what he does next. 

I scream as a sharp, burning smack lights up my ass. His strong hands 
grip my hips and thrust me back into his pelvis. I feel his hard erection 
through his briefs. With my shirt ruched up my back, the fabric brushes 
against my bare skin. 

“Remember what I said about fighting, a réalta.” He crudely rocks his 
cock into me. “It will only make it worse.” 

“Make what worse? You haven’t even managed to fuck me yet,” I taunt, 
peering over my shoulder. “I want to feel you completely unleashed.” 

He laughs cruelly and brings his hand down hard again. I bite my lip to 


keep from screaming. “You like the way it hurts? Does it make you mad, 


make you wanna fight back?” He slaps me again, and this time, there’s no 
denying the stifled cry I make. 

He roughly massages my sore cheek, tender and brutal at the same time. 
This sweet brutality is so unique to him, and I find myself wanting to 
explore all of its depths. 

“Remember when I asked you if it was the pleasure or pain that made you 
drench my fingers?” He spins me around and hoists me to sit on the counter. 
“I’m going to slap this pussy until you cry or come.” He smirks. Pushing 
me flat on my back, he lifts one of my legs onto his shoulder. “Ideally 
both.” 

Apprehensive yet filled with desire, I look into his eyes and draw my 
other knee out to the side, baring myself for him. I swallow when I see the 
same thing swirling in the darkness of his irises. 

Except his desire is to hurt me. Make me cry for him, bleed for him. 

He lowers his hand, and I flinch, digging my teeth into my lip. The sting 
never comes. Only the pads of his thick fingers gently feeling, spreading, 
exploring me. I swallow a moan as he applies pressure against my clit in 
slow circles. 

He cups my jaw and with his thumb, he pulls my lip loose that was still 
fretted under my teeth. My nerves fire at even the smallest of his 
movements, waiting on a knife’s edge for the pain, the pleasure, the 
intoxicating combination of both. 

I part my lips as he presses his ring and middle finger against them. He 
pushes them inside my mouth and says, “Now your pain is my pain.” 

I don’t understand his meaning until without warning, his other hand slaps 
my pussy with one fierce movement. The smarting shock makes me bite 


down without thinking. He groans roughly, the sound riddled with enjoyed 


agony. He spanks me again, and as I scream around his fingers and bite 
down, he gnashes his teeth with a husky sound. 

My pain is his pain. 

I feel hot with the idea. Our pain and pleasure are cyclically linked, 
responsible for the other. 

A quick succession of slaps has me sweating, my abs clenched and 
screaming, and my legs shaking. At the break, small bursts of copper 
saltiness meet my tongue, and I realize I’ve broken Lochlan’s skin. I swirl 
my tongue between and around his fingers, his brows scrunching together. 

He pulls them out and wraps his hand around my raised calf. His other 
one shoves down his briefs and frees his cock. It’s hard and veiny; the tip 
glistens. “God, I want you inside me.” But it’s more than a want. It’s a 
constant state of breathlessness, of feeling incomplete. 

He scoffs, as if amused. “You think you deserve that?” He drags his 
length over my pussy. My clit aches, still throbbing from being spanked. I 
can hardly stand even the lightest graze of his silken skin. “Maybe I should 
just tease you the way you teased me.” 

I gasp at the rough intrusion as he gathers some of my wetness onto his 
fingers then uses it to stroke himself. “Your pussy would look so good 
covered in my cum, like you’re really fucking mine,” he murmurs as if to 
himself. He rocks back and forth, sometimes slipping over my folds, 
sometimes just teasing my entrance with his tip. 

With my leg tightly clutched to his shoulder, I am spread open and 
immobilized. It’s enough to drive me mad. My clit stings, but his soft 
touches do nothing to alleviate the burn or replace it with something better. 


His lusty moans as he watches our bodies collide make my stomach swoop. 


I give my leg a testing pull, and he tsks, tightening his hold. I notice the 
blood from the fingers I bit is smearing on my skin. There’s something 
carnal about the sight. It sparks a thirst in me that makes my mouth water. 

I spot an empty beer bottle down the counter. I stretch out to reach it. 
Lochlan lets go of my leg to grab it before me. I take advantage of the 
moment to kick him with both feet. He steps back at the blow, and I 
scrabble across the counter. 

I love the way he laughs when I escape. It’s chilling, wild, and bright. A 
perfect description of him. It makes my pulse quicken with fear, but also 
makes me smile and laugh in return. 

This time, when he gives chase, there’s no slow prowling. It feels like he’s 
caught me in a half a heartbeat, even though we’ve crossed the giant room. 
My hand hits the glass as he slams me up against the floor-to-ceiling 
window with a view of the ocean. 

“T am so sick of this thing getting between me and what’s mine,” he 
growls and bites the neck of my shirt. With his teeth and one hand, he rips 
the material. Fisting it with both hands now, he tears it down the back. 

I take my hands off the window to let the shirt fall off my arms, and I hear 
him take off his briefs. As soon as we’re completely naked, he circles my 
wrists and pins them to the glass. I try to fight his hold but am met with his 
warm, hard body caging me in. 

He licks the side of my cheek and says roughly in my ear, “Fight me and 
I'll make it hurt. Tell me it’s too much and I’1l give it to you harder. Ask me 
to stop and I’ll draw it out.” The cold promise in his words makes me 
shiver. “Knowing that, do you still want me to make you take it?” 


“Yes.” It’s the surest yes I’ve ever given. 


He gathers both of my wrists in one hand above my head. My skin tingles 
as he drags his other hand down my spine. I arch my back under his heavy 
palm, and he hums appreciatively. 

He slots his dick at my entrance and groans. “God, I can’t wait to fuck 
you, pretty girl.” 

I whimper, so desperate to feel him inside me. My body is on fire as he 
slowly inserts his thick head. “Lochlan,” I mewl, out of my mind with need. 
“Please.” 

“T love it when you beg.” I can hear the cocky slant of his lips in his tone, 
and it makes me twist and thrash in his grip. In response, he wrenches one 
hand behind my back and squeezes my hip as he thrusts fully inside me. 

I cry out at the sudden fullness. He withdraws halfway before fucking into 
me again so deep, it takes my breath away. I use one hand on the glass to 
support myself. His hold on my hip is bruising as he uses it to shove me 
down on his cock. 

I find his reflection in the window. His eyes are screwed shut and his face 
twists with every thrust. Suddenly, they open and meet mine with a shock of 
energy. On the other side of the glass, the sky is dark indigo and purple, 
painted with brilliant stars. 

Our reflections look like they’re hanging in the heavens. 

He fucks me like we’re in hell. 

Each stroke is brutal, making me gasp, desperate for a reprieve yet 
craving more and more. “Don’t hold back, you won’t break me.” 

“Baby, I’m not holding back. I can’t around you. I fucking can’t.” His 
voice is ragged and husky, but there’s a sorrowful quality to it that pangs in 


my chest. “I’m the one that breaks when I’m inside you.” 


“T’ll put you back together. I promise. Just please don’t stop. Ill do 
whatever it takes.” 

He grunts with a forceful snap of his hips, jolting me forward. “Whatever 
it takes for what?” he grinds out. 

“For you to claim me, for your cum to be deep inside me—” I’m cut off 
as he pulls out and spins me around. 

“Fucking hell, Stella Mae, what are you doing to me?” He groans 
savagely before crashing his mouth down on mine. I bow into his kiss, 
eagerly fisting his hair and pulling him closer. We never stop hungrily 
consuming each other’s kisses, even as he picks me up and carries us to his 
room. 

He throws me onto the bed and climbs on top of me. Immediately, my 
legs wrap around his waist, and he buries himself inside me. 

If earlier, he was fucking me to free his demons, he’s fucking me now to 
tame them. 

It’s at this moment, I decide that I want him, demons and all. 

“Oh my god, Lochlan.” I gasp, throwing my head back. 

He wrenches it back up, cradling the nape of my neck. “Look at me,” he 
says fiercely. “You’ll watch as I fuck my baby into you, a réalta.” 

His words stoke the fire blazing in my core. The idea of being claimed so 
brutally, fucked until I can’t breathe, until I’m just a vessel for him to use 
and take... I don’t understand it, but I crave it nonetheless. 

“T want your pussy throbbing when I fill you up,” he says in between 
heavy thrusts. “Stretched and coming on my cock, baby, that’s how I want 
you.” 

I slide one of my hands between my thighs. My fingers glide through my 


drenched core and circle my clit. I dig my teeth into my lip as the pleasure 


spikes, the tension so tight, it’s nearly unbearable. 
“Loch . . .” My voice is strangled, every muscle, including my throat, 
tightening as I get closer and closer to my peak. He doesn’t let up, 


continuing to stroke my inner walls with each punch of his hips. “Oh, fuck 


+” 


“That’s it, baby. Let me fuck you through it.” His throat sounds equally 
tight and strained as his thrusts become choppy and uneven. “Keep coming 
for me, Stella Mae. Fuuuck—” He groans loudly as he comes. “Keep 
milking me just like that. Take it all, take every last drop, pretty girl.” 

His cheeks are ruddy and his brows scrunch tightly together as he stills 
inside me, panting and sweating. His arms shake as he holds himself up like 
he doesn’t want to impose on me. 

“Come here.” I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him close. He 
sighs heavily as his head falls into the crook of my neck, then the rest of his 
body covers mine. I can feel his stomach expand with every deep breath. I 
trace my hand lightly up and down his back until we fall asleep, both 
completely physically and emotionally exhausted. 


At some point in the night, I wake up and find myself completely alone. 


1. Play “hedonist” by zandros, VIZIER 
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Chapter 28 


Dirty Little Secrets 


Lochlan 


wait until Stella falls asleep. ! I listen for her heartbeat and breathing to grow 
| steady and calm under my ear. I gently roll away with an inexplicable ache in 
my chest. It pangs as I carefully maneuver her naked body under the covers and 
brush her warm cheek with the back of my hand. 

After slipping on a pair of briefs, I quietly make my way to the patio. The sound 
of distant waves greets me as soon as I slide the door open. There’s something 
grounding about their constant presence, night and day. I lean against the railing, 
inhale the salty air, and wonder why I feel so goddamn hollow. 

I fell asleep in the arms of my dream girl, and yet, a hole chiseled in my heart is 
weeping. The raw edges of it are a nagging pain I can’t shake. 

I grab the pack of cigarettes I left out here and light one. The burn as I inhale is a 


salve compared to this feeling. I take lazy drags and fixate on the swirling, exhaled 


smoke, watching it join the stars as I try to understand why this sinking pit is 
pulling me down. 

I look over my shoulder at the sound of the door sliding open. Stella’s wearing 
one of my shirts as she pads barefoot onto the patio. The hem barely covers her, 
and the few buttons that are done are askew, drawing my eyes to the small valley 
between her breasts. 

“What are you doing out here?” There’s lingering sleepiness in her voice that 
makes me want to tug her into my chest and hold her tight until she falls back 
asleep. 

She rests her hip against the rail next to me. The words form on my tongue, but I 
struggle to get them out. She looks so soft and content. I don’t want to ruin it. I 
swallow down my question and her brows furrow thoughtfully. 

She runs her palm down my arm and gives my hand a small squeeze before 
letting go. “I’ll be right here if you want to share.” 

My throat constricts on overwhelming emotions as she goes to sit silently behind 
me on the outdoor couch. Her presence burns at my back while I finish my 
cigarette. 

I stub out the butt in an ashtray on the table and sit on a couch across from her. I 
lean forward, elbows on my knees. The weight of sitting upright feels too heavy. 
She readjusts on the cushion, tucking her legs to the other side and facing me. 

She’s ready to listen but she doesn’t say anything. That’s her way. She lets me 
decide when to start, and I know that if it takes all damn night, she’ll sit out here 
with me until the sun rises. I know she loves me, which makes what I have to say 
all the harder because I don’t think it’s the same way I love her. 

I feel like fucking Sisyphus trying to get this boulder out of my throat. 

“Okay.” My voice feels croaky and worn even though I haven’t even started. “I 
need to ask you something, and I need you to be brutally honest. Whatever your 


answer, I promise I won’t be mad. I won’t react like before.” 


She swallows with a flicker of regret already in her eyes and nods. Fuck, this is 
gonna hurt. 

“Why did you want that?” I nod to the window I fucked her against. “Why did 
you want me to make you take it?” 

Her forehead scrunches. “What do you mean?” 

“Is it because it’s easier to accept being with me if you can pretend you don’t 


want it? Pretend that I’m forcing you?” I can’t hide the hurt in my tone; it’s too 


raw. 
She sighs. “Oh, Loch—” 
“Because I feel like your dirty little secret, Stella. And you . . .” I look down at 


my hands and swallow down a knot of barbed wire. “You feel like my entire 
world.” I grind my knuckles into my palm and force myself to meet her eyes. 

“T don’t know why I wanted that, but I know that’s certainly not why.” She 
seems genuine, but still, my mind rebels. 

“l’m so...” I tap my temples, trying to find the words. “I’m so fucked in the 
head. We all are, my brothers and me. How could we not be?” I huff a defeated 
laugh. “This life, it’s taught me that nothing is real except hurt, pain, and death. 
That’s why I never take anything seriously, because it’s not real, and this”’—I 
gesture between us—“it feels too good to be real. When it hurts, when I cause you 
pain, when I take, it’s real because that’s what I do. I hurt people and I take things 
that aren’t mine. But when you say you want me, when you just give yourself to 
me, it doesn’t feel real. But fuck, Stella, I want it to be.” 

There’s a short silence, and I see just about every emotion flicker through her 
eyes. I try not to let my mind linger on any specific one. I’m so used to her 
rejection that I know not to trust what I think I see on her face. But nothing can 
prepare me for what she says next. 

“Everything about you is real, Loch. You’re so vibrant, so full of life, so 
completely and unapologetically true, and that’s how being with you feels. I didn’t 


plan on this, and that scares me. But I’ve realized what scares me more is going 


through life only ever thinking about what’s next, never appreciating the present. 
And with you .. .” She rubs the corner of her eye with her knuckle. “I live and feel 
every second. Nothing is more real than time spent with you.” 

I bury my head in my hands. Why does it hurt so much to hear those words 
when they’re all I’ve ever wanted? 

I lift my chin and rest it on my steepled hands. “I want that to be true.” 

Her shoulders curl in and her eyes are full of care. I know she understands that 
it’s not because I don’t believe her. “How can I make this feel real to you?” 

“Tell me ’m more than just your dirty little secret.” 

She comes over to me and I sit back. Settling in my lap, she cradles my face in 


her hands. “You’ve never been that, but I won’t just say it. P’ll prove it.” 


The next day, after staying in bed for half the morning, I slip out to go to the gym, 
hoping it will stop last night’s conversation from playing over and over again in 
my head. I’m just finishing up my workout with some success when Stella texts 
me. 
Stella: 
Meet me at the beach bar. 


With ferries starting up again today, I’m sure she’s concocted ten different ways 
to use it to our advantage. It’s easy to forget there’s a murderer to catch when 
what’s happening between us consumes all my thoughts. Though, I’m caring less 
and less about it every day. 

Turns out it’s much more fun being the killer than hunting one. 

I take a quick shower at the gym before heading her way. From the pool deck, I 


look down on the beach club. Scanning all the tables, I don’t see Stella. 


I don’t see you. Where are you sitting 


Stella: 


I’m by the stage. I can see you. 


I think you fucked me blind because I’m not seeing yo 


Stella: 
That’s not a thing. 


I smile, picturing her rolling her eyes as she typed that. 
Stella: 
Just go stand by the middle tables and you’!l see me. 


Heading down to the beach, I weave through the tables of people until I reach 
the center facing the empty stage. I take my phone out to call her when music 
starts playing over the speakers. 

I recognize the first few chords of the song immediately as “Dive” by Ed 
Sheeran. When this album came out, Stella refused to play anything else at the 
Den for a month. I laugh, remembering her justification. 

“He’s a ginger and this is an Irish pub. I don’t see the problem.” 

I start mouthing the first lyrics a few seconds early as I keep scanning the club 
for her. * My head whips up when instead of Ed Sheeran’s distinctive voice, it’s a 
woman singing. My heart leaps into my throat as I spot Stella swaying a little 
nervously behind the mic stand. 

Her eyes find mine, and a small smile teases on her lips. She grabs the mic with 
both hands now and stands up tall. My chest swells as a huge grin spreads on my 


face. 


Almost everyone has turned in their seats to watch her impromptu karaoke and 
every time she looks around, her voice grows softer. But when she finds me again, 
it builds back up, like she’s shining just for me. 

I bop along to the song and freeze when I realize she’s changed the lyrics to the 
chorus. 

“So please be my baby, 

Promise I mean it, 

I need you like you need me, 

I hope you believe it, 

I swear to tell the truth, 

I want to dive right into you.” 

My smile grows brittle as tears prick my eyes. I can feel the hole in my heart 
closing as she proves to me this is real. 

Slowly, she grows more confident, and by the end, her voice is soulful and 
strong. She sings her altered lyrics a final time, and I feel something snap and 
bloom in my chest. 

Applause breaks out as she finishes. She smiles meekly, yet giddy, like she can’t 
believe she just did that. Before hurrying off the stage, she says a quick and quiet 
thank you into the mic. I run over to the stairs and catch her as she jumps off the 
bottom one. 

She squeals as I spin her around, nuzzling my nose into her neck and beaming 
from ear to ear. Setting her onto her feet, I clutch her face with both hands before 
crushing our lips together. I forget to breathe, utterly consumed in the kiss, in her, 
in this moment. 

I pull back but wrap one of my arms tightly around her waist. Still cradling her 
cheek, I tilt her face up to stare into her gorgeous eyes. There’s so much I want to 
say, but all I manage is, “Stella Mae...” 

“Last time we were here, when you sang,” she explains. “It was such a beautiful, 


sunny day, and I remember thinking that I couldn’t imagine another sunny day 


without you in it.” 

I tilt my head, not fully understanding her but still deeply touched. She takes my 
hand from her cheek and holds it to her chest, above her heart. “That’s how real 
this is, Loch. My life without you would be a life without the sun.” 

The hollowness from last night is filled in with a rushing flood of emotions. In 
fact, my ribs feel like they might break from trying to contain it. Her heart beats 
under my palm and I promise, “I’ll be the sun to your star any day, pretty girl.” 

She brings my hand to her lips and kisses my knuckles. A playful smile lights up 


her face. “No one makes me shine like you, Lochy baby.” 


1. Play “Unknown (To You)” by Jacob Banks 
2. Play “Dive” by Ed Sheeran 
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Chapter 29 


On Shaky Ground 


Stella 


‘a4 ’all want anything?” I ask the table as I stand up to get another 
Y drink. After my song, Lochlan and I decided to stay and hang out 

at the beach bar. About an hour ago, Juliette arrived, and I waved her down 
to join our table. She was with her friend Theo . . . a certain dark-haired 
man with a penchant for masks and fucking on stage. 

Juliette raises her hand. “Oh, I’d love another pifia colada, thank you.” 

“Sure, anyone else?” I look at both the men and they shake their heads, 
going back to talking about sports or guns or some shit. 

Halfway to the bar, I look back just for the heck of it and find Lochlan 


staring doggedly at my ass. He smirks when I catch him. I roll my eyes 


while giddiness warms me. I can’t help walking with a little extra sway of 
my ass after that. Now that I’ve finally admitted my feelings for Lochlan, I 
am swarmed with buzzing, happy emotions. I am able to experience the 
sugary sweet rush of having a crush now that I’ve stopped pretending it 
doesn’t exist. 

“So, you gonna show up tonight for karaoke?” Mario, the bartender, asks 
me as he makes my drinks. 

“T don’t think so.” I laugh. “Well, maybe I'll do a duet.” I think Lochlan 
would simply pass away with happiness if we did karaoke together. 

Gross, are we going to be that couple? All cheesiness, all the time. I can 
definitely see Lochlan running away with the idea—and I didn’t help things 
by calling him my sun. As I grab the drinks, I make a mental note to 
explicitly remind him that he can’t start putting His and Hers on every 
household item, and I will never wear matching Christmas sweaters. 

I’m surprised to find that Theo is the only one sitting at our table. “Hey, 
where’d the other two go?” I ask, setting the glasses down. 

“They headed down the beach a minute ago.” He nods down the shore 
then eyes Juliette’s fresh drink. He gives me a sly grin before stealing a sip. 
“Making sure it’s not poisoned or anything.” 

I chuckle. “How very gallant of you.” 

After a few minutes of talking to Theo about how he got into performing, 
one of his friends joins us. I excuse myself and go to the beach. As I walk 
along the row of cabanas, I scan the ground for sand dollars. Nana has a 
whole collection of them. I hope I can bring some back without them 
breaking. 

By the time I reach the last cabanas, I still haven’t found Lochlan and 


Juliette. Theo must have mixed up which direction they went. I’m about to 


head back when I hear shouting coming from up ahead. I can’t make out the 
words, but I know without a doubt it’s Lochlan’s voice. ! 

I run toward the shack that houses all the scuba and snorkeling gear and 
realize the noise is coming from inside. 

My heart thunders as I reach for the door. I hear a gut-rattling sound come 
from Lochlan just as I’m swinging it open. Juliette’s face whips toward me, 
and my stomach drops like a thousand pounds of lead. Her eyes are harried 
and wide. Lochlan is doubled over her outstretched fist, red blooming on 
his white shirt. 

Horror doesn’t seep into my bones or come over me like a cloud. It hits 
me like a goddamn avalanche, utterly immobilizing me. 

There’s fear in her face as she withdraws the blade with a sickening 
squelch. I scream as she buries it in his abdomen again. As if frozen, my 
scream shatters the ice holding me prisoner. 

I move without thinking. My body reacts twice as fast as my mind can 
process. Picking up a scuba tank, I swing it as hard as I can at Juliette. She 
releases the knife as she’s knocked out cold, crumbling to the floor like a 
rag doll. 

Lochlan staggers back, his hands clutching the handle protruding from 
him. I drop the tank and run to him, wailing his name. I step barefoot in the 
small puddles of his blood, the wetness on my sole ripping my heart in two. 

I’m able to get to him right before he collapses, catching him and easing 
him down to sit against a wall. 

“Lochlan, oh my god, Lochlan,” I sob, ripping off my shirt and pressing it 
to the open wound. I make sure he’s steady against the wall before 


shimmying off my shorts to wrap around the blade still in him. 


His eyelids are heavy as he looks at me in only my bikini. “Now’s really 
not the time, a réalta.” He chuckles weakly, and god, I could just slap him. 

“If you die while making a joke about sex, I’m putting it on your 
tombstone so think carefully before doing it again.” But it’s also so 
painfully, classically him that I sob harder. 

I try to see clearly enough through my tears to send off a 911 message to 
resort security, then I go back to using both hands to hold pressure against 
his wounds. 

With a pained groan, he lifts his hand to my chin, turning my face to his. 
He gives me a lopsided smile and strokes his thumb softly against my jaw. 
His eyes are filled with the purest blue, so stunning it makes my heart feel 
jagged and torn. 

“T don’t plan on going anywhere, but if I do—” 

Unable to bear the thought, I interrupt him with a bumbling mess of 
words. “No—shut—just—shut up.” 

“Okay.” He smirks, though the movement is heavy and slow, like it takes 
great strength. “Hypothetically, if I were to die . . .” He gasps for air, and 
my heart squeezes, wishing I could give him mine. “I won’t .. . Death can’t 
take me before I p-prove my love to you—” 

“You never had to prove anything.” A tear trickles down my nose as I lean 
forward to press my forehead against his. “I just had to see what was right 
in front of me.” 

His voice is growing weaker, his skin paler. I can feel his blood now 
seeping through the bunched-up material I have pressed against him. “So, 
hypothetically, just know that .. . that ’ll go a happy man because .. . 
because you love me, Stella M .. .” His eyelids start fluttering and my chest 


feels like it’s collapsing, my lungs barely able to expand. 


“T love you, Lochlan. I do. I love you so fucking much.” 
The faintest curl of his lips is all I have to know he heard me before his 


eyes shut. 


My eyes sting like I haven’t blinked in days. Only half the irritation is from 
crying; the other half can be blamed on these godforsaken fluorescent lights 
as I pace in the hospital hallways, waiting for Juliette’s nurse to leave her 
room. 

Juliette and Lochlan were helicoptered off Summerland three hours ago. I 
rode with Lochlan, and he was immediately rushed to the OR, so I am still 
completely in the dark on what the fuck happened. 

I know blood can’t actually boil, but I’m starting to question that fact. 
There is nothing else that can describe the way I feel right now. All I want 
are answers, and all I have are questions. 

Is Lochlan going to make it out of surgery alive? 

How did they end up in the scuba shed? 

Why did Juliette try to kill him? 

Will she even be able to tell me? 

She’s not in surgery, but other than that, I don’t know anything about what 
state she is in. She was barely conscious when the helicopters arrived. 

The door opens, and I whirl around as a nurse clutching a clipboard steps 


out. “Can she talk?” 


She looks hesitant to answer me, but I know Cash pulled some big 
fucking strings and every nurse, doctor, and janitor should be well 
persuaded to ignore all patient confidentiality laws. 

I feel like my jaw is going to snap with how hard I’ve been clenching it. I 
try to relax it and ask again. “Can she talk?” 

“She can talk, but she has a severe concussion. She may become 
disoriented or tired. I’m sure she will also be very forgetful or have trouble 
recollecting certain things.” 

“Fine.” I move past her and walk into the room, locking the door behind 
me. 

Juliette is sitting up but reclined in the hospital bed. She has two fat black 
eyes and a busted lip from her fall. Her head is wrapped in bandages, and a 
mess of wires and tubes are connected to her hands and arms. 

“Stella, Iam so sorry—” 

I hold out my hand. “I don’t want apologies or excuses. I want an 
explanation and that is it.” 

Her eyes brim with tears and she looks down, licking her split lip. Slowly, 
she raises her gaze and asks with a croaky voice, “Is he aliv—okay?” 

Fire spits and burns in my chest. “An explanation, Juliette. Don’t open 
your mouth again unless you’re giving me that.” 

She nods apologetically. “Yes ...um... okay. When we were at the 
beach club, I was looking for something in my purse. I couldn’t find it, so I 
started taking everything out, including my membership card. Lochlan 
recognized the number—” 

“Wait.” I blink rapidly, and my head swims. It feels like the ground is 
shaking under me. “You killed Jeffery?” 


1. Play “Work Song” by Hozier 
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CHAPTER 30 
ntalleorae 


Juliette 


days earlier 
8 I never understood the term paralyzed with fear until this moment. The man 
talking to Stella just took off his mask to wipe his sweaty brow. In doing so, he 
revealed the face of a monster. Four years later and that same face still haunts my 
sleep and waking hours. 

During the day, I see him reflected in ordinary men around every corner, coffee 
shop, and stoplight. But tonight, it’s not just my imagination imposing his face on 
others. No, he’s truly here this time. Here in the flesh . . . rotten, rotten flesh. 

The shock of thinking I recognized him on the streets is a pin prick compared to 
the lance ripping through me now. 

The fragmented memories of that night are usually confined to the loop they 


play in my nightmares. Now, they race through my mind. Fragmented as they may 


be, the pieces are brutally vivid. It’s as if Libidine transforms in the blink of an eye 
to a different club a hundred miles away. 

The mocking way he says, “Careful now,” is like a cold chill spilling inside my 
skull. 

The overpowering smell of cologne and clove cigarettes that makes my stomach 
lurch. 

The feel of hitting the mattress and bouncing like I’m weightless. 

The metal that clamps around my wrists and the pull as my arms are stretched 
above my head. 

The way my consciousness comes and goes but fights to stay, even though I am 
wearing less and less clothing every time I come to. 

The air I can’t seem to breathe as something soft and fleshy is shoved down my 
throat again and again. 

The horrible pain that shocks me awake as my anus is forced and torn. 

The sharp sting of a blade making shallow cuts in my skin anytime I scream. 

I clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming in the middle of 
Libidine as someone bumps into me as they pass by. 

“Oh, sorry, Jules.” It’s just Theo. I recognize his voice without having to see his 
face. That sweet voice gave me back so much power and autonomy in this place 
that has become my safe haven. Had. It’s not safe anymore. Not with him here. 
Here. 

I fear I’m going to be stuck here all night, frozen and unable to move. Something 
as simple as putting one foot in front of the other to walk away feels like an 
impossible feat. 

Until I see Stella try to stand. 

Her legs quake and she misses the tabletop when she tries to set her drink down. 
The glass crashes to the floor, shattering, but the music and crowd buffer the 
sound. I recognize the glassed-over look in her eyes as sharply as the memories I 


can’t shake. 


He’s drugged her just like he drugged me. 

As soon as he wraps his arm around her waist to support her toppling frame, my 
feet move of their own accord. There’s not a single part of me, no matter how 
scared and traumatized I might be, that will let what happened to me happen to 
her. 

I catch up with them and drape Stella’s arm over my shoulders so she’s 
sandwiched between us. “Stella, I can’t believe you were going to play without 
inviting me.” The words are straight acid on my tongue, burning and making me 
want to gag. 

“You don’t mind if I join, do you?” I ask the monster. 

His cold laugh in response threatens my resolve. “Not at all.” 

I use my card to let us into the closest room, and as I see the St. Andrew’s cross 
in the middle, an idea begins to take root—and what twisted, gnarly roots they are. 

I lead Stella to a bed in the corer and she flops onto it as if she’s spineless. 
Then, I turn my attention to him. 

I don’t know what I say to get him strapped to the cross, it’s as if someone else is 
calling the shots, but I do know it was too easy. Pigs led around by their dicks 
deserve to die by their dicks. 

I shove his monogrammed handkerchief in his mouth because I’d rather cut off 
my own ears with a rusty saw than hear one more word out of his mouth. 

I take a moment to stand in front of him, bound and gagged and completely at 
my mercy. Part of me wants to rip off my mask and demand he remember me. 
Force him to face his horrid crimes. But a larger part of me doesn’t give a shit 
what he has to say. What could he possibly say? 

I wouldn’t believe any apology, not when he’s clearly still up to his old, sick 
tricks. I don’t need his confession to know that my nightmares are real. The scars 
on my chest remind me they are every day. 

There’s nothing I want from him. 


Except to maybe experience a little of what I suffered at his hands. 


An inhuman rush comes over me as I reach for the knife I always carry with me 
now. Or maybe it’s not inhuman at all. Revenge, retribution, vengeance . . . what 
could be more human? 

The rooms are soundproof, so right before I start cutting his dick, I pull out the 
handkerchief to hear his screams. It doesn’t make up for all the nights I woke up 
screaming and covered in cold sweat, but it is some small consolation hearing the 
wretched pain in them. 

Once it’s been completely severed, I shove the same cock he forced into my 
mouth into his. 

He’s lost a lot of blood, and I’m not sure how conscious he even is, but when his 
eyes fly open as he gags, unable to breathe, I am satisfied he’s aware of what is 
happening. 

I stand still now. Not frozen or paralyzed but in appreciation. Appreciation that 
his last moments will be filled with the same suffering he so callously inflicted. 

When I go to wake up Stella, she struggles to sit up, startled and dazed. When 
she sees the scene before her, she screams. Disoriented and no doubt terrified, she 
stumbles off the bed. 

I try to calm her down, but she shoves forward. Not knowing the kind of man he 
is, not knowing he got the least that he deserved, she tries to come to his aid. 
Tripping over herself, she falls on top of him. It only takes a few seconds for me to 
collect her but in that short time, she’s gotten blood all over her. 

I curse, horrified as I realize what I’ve implicated her in. 

The gravity of the situation and reality of what I’ve just done comes crashing 
over me as if broken out of some revenge-fueled haze. 

In my panic, the only thing I can think to do is get her out of here. 

I pick up the jacket he tossed off before getting on the cross and stuffing his 
handkerchief back in its pocket. My black dress hides the blood well, unlike her 
pale lavender one. I guide her arms into the jacket and wrap it tightly around her 


body to cover the mess. 


My heart has never beaten as fast as it does now. Exiting the room and weaving 
through the club covered in blood from the man I just murdered, I have to half- 
carry Stella back to her villa, and I hope it just looks like I am walking home a 
very drunk friend. 

Luckily, she didn’t lose her key in all the chaos and disorientation. She’s barely 
awake as I drag her to the first bedroom. I want to get her in the shower, at least 
try to wash some of this blood off her so she doesn’t wake up terrified, maybe 
even dispose of her bloody clothes myself so she isn’t further implicated. 

Her phone chimes and I look at the new message. 

Lochlan: 

I’ll be home in five . . . unless I stop at the kitchen and try to convince them 
to give me two slices of that lava cake to go. And listen, if you’re not awake 
when I get home, I can’t be held responsible if your piece is gone in the 
morning. 

I drop it like it’s a live grenade. I can’t be here when Lochlan gets back. 

Stella is already passed out, sprawled out on the bed. I hate to do it, but it’s my 
only good option. So, I rotate her body into a half-normal sleeping position and 
cover her with the duvet. 

As I hurry out of her room and the villa in sheer panic, I latch onto one 
comforting thought: 

Neither Stella nor anyone else will ever have to live through hell at the hands of 
JBM. 
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Chapter 31 


Lochlan Fox is Not a Gentleman 


Stella 


uliette finishes talking, and I am left aching. My heart hurts for her. It 
J hurts for what she endured. It sympathizes with what she was driven to 
do. It cries for what she saved me from. But it’s also being ripped apart 
every second that Lochlan is on the operating table. 

There’s a heavy silence as I am unable to come up with any adequate 
words. I look down at the silver handcuffs securing Juliette’s wrist to the 
rail of her bed. “Jesus,” I scoff. Now knowing what Jeffery did to her, it 
feels like a cruel joke to keep her in them. 

I take a key out of my bikini top under the set of scrubs a nurse gave me. 


She looks at me, concerned, as I unlock the cuffs. “Can you do that?” 


Confused, I say, “It’s not like you’re in tip-top shape to run away.” 

She lowers her voice like she’s trying to be discreet. “No, I mean, you 
can’t just release someone under arrest willy nilly. I’m sure there’s protocol 
or something. I don’t want to put you in another bad situation. Please lock 
them again, I’m fine.” 

“You’re not under arrest, Juliette. If you were, why would I have the 
key?” 

She groans and rubs the bridge of her nose as if in pain. She drops her 
hand but keeps one of her eyes squinted. “Wait, why haven’t I been 
arrested?” 

I take a deep breath, sighing heavily. “That’s a long story .. .” 

I give her a rough overview of the events following the murder, mainly 
focusing on Clark’s reasons for not getting the police involved. I’m 
judicious about what I reveal about the Foxes, keeping it vague, saying 
they’re the type of people that like to work things out among themselves. 
What I don’t tell her is that “working things out” usually ends up with 
someone dying. 

We both startle when a crazed voice in the hallway yells, “Where is she?” 

My heart skips a beat as I recognize it’s Cash, and multiple different 
screams follow him, shouting his question a second time. 

“Shit,” I say under my breath and jump to my feet. “Lock the door behind 
me.” Then I rush out. 

Cash is at the nurses’ desk, waving a gun around. Oh, boy. 

I call his name from the other end of the hallway. When his head whips in 
my direction, he looks like a bull staring down a waving flag. I can see in 
his face the moment he registers it’s me. He lowers his pistol and takes off 


toward me. I run to meet him in the middle. 


He tucks his gun away before wrapping me in a hug so tight, it’s like he’s 
trying to suffocate me. After a few seconds, he releases me with a relieved 
sigh. “I am glad to see you safe.” 

I nod with a watery smile. “It’s really fucking good to see you too.” 

He steps back, taking my face between his hands, and locks his gaze 
intently with mine. “Where is she, Stella?” 

I swallow hard. I can see the crazy in his piercing green eyes. It’s 
bloodthirsty and untamed. It’s a wildness he only gets when someone fucks 
with his family. 

I can’t let him lose it on Juliette. Not knowing the whole story. There has 
to be another option. 

So, I don’t answer him. Instead, I ask, “Did they tell you anything new 
about Lochlan when you got here?” 

He drops his hands and sniffs. As he begins to pace, my heart falls like a 
heavy, sinking weight. I have to bite my lip to keep it from trembling as I 
realize his unadulterated rage would be fitting if he was just told Lochlan 
didn’t make it. My lungs squeeze, and I clutch my chest. 

“He’s still in surgery,” he says gruffly. I inhale a desperate breath and he 
sharply demands, “Now, where the fuck is she?” 

“Tt’s not what you think—” 

His lip curls. “Did she try to kill my brother?” 

“Cash, listen—” 

“Yes. Or. No,” he all but growls. 

I try to take a calming breath, but I’m seething far too much for that shit 
to work. “Cassius Aiden Fox, if you don’t stop interrupting me, I swear to 


god.” 


His fingers flex then tighten into fists. He brings one to his forehead like 
he’s praying for patience. “That is not my name.” 

“I know that, but Cassius makes saying your full name much more 
intimidating.” 

“You don’t intimidate me.” We bicker like siblings. 

“Whatever.” I throw my hands in the air and point to a pair of chairs 
outside an empty patient room. “Sit your ass down and shut up.” He scowls, 
opening his mouth, but I hold out my hand. “Yes, I know, if I were anyone 
else, you’d shoot me for talking to you like that.” 

“That’s not what I was going to say.” He rolls his eyes and grumbles as he 
sits down. “I was going to say if you were anyone else, I’d take your tongue 


for talking to me like that.” 


After detailing the entire situation with Juliette and her reasons for killing 
Jeffery, I explain why she stabbed Lochlan. “You know how you boys are. 
Shoot first, ask questions second. He had her cornered, wouldn’t let her 
explain, and she genuinely thought he was going to kill her. All he knew is 
that she hurt me, framed me, or both. How would you react?” : 

“Fine.” Cash stands up, and I don’t miss the fact he’s ignoring my 
question. “She can breathe easy until Lochlan gets out of surgery. But if he 
doesn’t make it . . .” He swallows and says firmly, “There is nothing that 


will keep me from cutting her heart out.” 


“Okay.” I’m surprised by my simple resolution. Maybe it’s because I 
know there’s no stopping Cash Fox if he’s truly determined, or maybe it’s 
because part of me knows that if Lochlan dies, I’ll probably hand him the 
knife. 

“Miss Wright?” We both turn and my pulse quickens when I see a doctor 
in surgical scrubs just stepping out of a door halfway down the hallway. 

I have to consciously remind myself to breathe. Cash grabs my hand and 
wraps it around the crook of his arm. We walk together, and I can feel Cash 
forcing his breathing to slow. 

The doctor gives us a small, closed-lip smile. My jaw tightens, and I 
wonder if that means she has good news or if she’s trying to soften bad 
news. She clasps her hands together, and I have to lean on Cash for support. 

“He did great,” she says, and I nearly double over with relief. Cash nods, 
stone-faced, but I see his clenched jaw relax. “Remarkably, our ex lap 
showed no major organs with severe trauma. There were a few minor 
lacerations to his liver as well as a larger perforation of the spleen. We 
repaired those and closed his incision site. Save any complications or 
infection, he should be out of here in two or three days.” 

He’s going to be okay. 

That’s all I need to hear. “Can we see him?” 

“He’ll be out of recovery soon. I can show you to his room now.” 

The room feels bleak with beige everything and those goddamn 
fluorescent lights again. The small TV on the wall is set to the Country 
Music Network, and the song playing about beer and Friday nights feels out 
of place. 

When he is wheeled in forty minutes later, Cash and I both jump out of 


our chairs. He’s still pale and, despite being unconscious, looks like he 


hasn’t slept in days. Two IVs are dripping down to needles in his hand. He’s 
in a blue hospital gown and my first thought is the color would match his 
eyes. My throat tightens, and I ache to see those blue eyes and the light 
behind them shine. 

As soon as the technician leaves, I drag my chair to the side of his bed and 
slide my hand under the bed rails. I pick his up, hold it in mine, and slowly 
stroke the back with my thumb. The tape holding the IVs in place is rough 
and scratchy when I brush over it. 


I don’t know who I’m trying to comfort more, him or me. 


I’ve been dozing on and off all night in an uncomfortable chair next to 
Lochlan’s bed. Between the lingering anesthetics from surgery and 
medication for pain, he hasn’t woken up. I haven’t let go of his hand either. 

Now, the pink sunrise is beginning to peek through the layers of coastal 
fog. Cash is still fast asleep in a chair across the room. I close my eyes, too, 
hoping for a few more minutes of rocky sleep before the sun’s fully risen. 
Less than a minute later, I feel a light squeeze around my hand. I assume it’s 
just another one of his sleepy muscle twitches until another, stronger one 
follows. I’m bolting upright before I’ve even opened my eyes. 

“Hey, pretty girl,” he drawls sleepily, and I swear my heart could just 
burst. 

I lean closer, clasping my other hand around his. My voice is tight but 


happy—so fucking happy. “Hi, Lochy baby.” 


I drop his hand to balance on the bed rail as I bend over to brush my lips 
against his. I’ve never experienced such an effervescent feeling as I do now. 
Like one light touch has single-handedly brought color back to the world. 
Rushing back. 

Lochlan slowly lifts his hand, and I lay my cheek in his palm. His eyes are 
sweet and soft, just like his smile as he brushes a tear on my cheek away 
with his thumb. “You’re shining, a réalta.” 

Emotions knot in my throat, and I shake my head, unable to find words to 
describe this feeling. 

“No fucking way,” Cash exclaims from across the room, and I just now 
realize he’s awake. “Are you two... ?” 

Lochlan laughs proudly. “Hell yeah, I’m hittin’ that—” 

“Lochlan!” I yell. 

“Hey, it’s ttue—we’re knockin’ boots, baby.” 

My cheeks are flooding with heat as Cash laughs. “Well, damn. I guess I 
owe Reggie five grand.” 

“You were betting on us?” I ask incredulously. 

“Technically, I was betting against you—” 

“Oh, fuck off, Cash.” Lochlan huffs a laugh. 

He throws his arms up in defense. “If it didn’t happen in the last five 
months, I thought odds were pretty good it wasn’t going to happen at all.” 

Five months .. . I gasp. “You know about my birthday?” 

Cash scoffs. “Yeah, me and everyone else.” 

“Oh my god.” I groan then cut my gaze to Lochlan. 

He shrugs with an amused smirk. “Don’t look at me. A gentleman doesn’t 
kiss and tell.” 


“You are so far from a gentleman.” I laugh. 


“You would know.” He gives me a sleazy wink. I roll my eyes but fail to 
fight back my smile. Twelve hours ago, I didn’t know if he was going to 
live or die. Now, here he is, making me laugh and annoyed as usual. 

Thank God these Fox men are hard to kill because this pain-in-my-ass 


playboy has become someone I can’t live without. 


1. Play “Tourniquet” by Zach Bryan until the end of the chapter 
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Chapter 32 


Somebody Call HR 


Lochlan 


days later 

5 “1’m not complaining, but I really don’t think that’s appropriate 
clothing for a nurse.” My arm drapes off the bed, and I squeeze Stella’s ass 
in a pair of painfully revealing boy shorts. ! 

“And what exactly do you think I should be wearing? A slutty candy 
striper dress?” she asks with a scoff while changing my bandage. 

“Is nothing an acceptable option?” I grin. 

She rolls her eyes and laughs. “I'll have to ask HR.” 

Since we returned to June Harbor two days ago, she’s accumulated a 


small hospital’s worth of wound care and made a color-coordinated 


calendar for my medications. When I said I could manage by myself, she 
told me not to be “a fucking idiot.” 

Done with the bandages, she hands me two pills and a glass of water. I 
quickly throw them back then wrap my arm around the back of her legs and 
pull her close. Stroking the crook of her knee with my thumb, I ask. “What 
do you say, a réalta?” 

She leans onto the bed, and I can see the desire in her face. I think I’ve got 
her just when she pushes away, shaking her head as if to clear the lusty 
thoughts I know are in there. 

“IT say that I just changed your bandage, and I don’t want you tearing a 
stitch and getting them all bloody.” I groan as she crosses her arms, pushing 
her tits together under the small, loose tank top she’s wearing. 

I sink into the pillow supporting me. “I’m dying here, baby.” 

She lifts her chin defiantly, but her eyes keep dropping down my bare abs. 
“You’re not dying.” 

I chuckle and smirk. “I almost did.” 

“Do you want some sort of conciliatory blowjob?” I love how hard she 
tries to act annoyed. 

I tongue my cheek and scorch the length of her body with my gaze. “Only 
if you sit on my face while you do it.” She narrows her eyes and I add, “You 
don’t even have to take off your shorts. I'd be happy to suck on your clit 
through them.” 

She pops her hip. “You are not getting a good-job-not-dying blowjob.” 

“A kiss then?” 

“Always.” She smiles and leans forward but freezes halfway to my lips. 


“You don’t mean on your dick, do you?” 


“Just fucking kiss me, a réalta.” Her eyes brighten, and she cups my face, 
bringing her mouth to mine. She licks at the seam of my lips, and I tug her 
closer with a hand on her hip. 

I remember the first time we kissed. It felt like the entire world stopped 
spinning. It’s surreal that she’s still by my side, still wanting to kiss me. 
Sometimes, I wonder if I died on Summerland. Because this certainly fees 
like heaven. 

As if reading my mind, she pulls away just enough to say, “This is real, 
Loch. I’ll remind you every single day if I have to.” 

“Why do you say that?” My eyes bounce around her face, looking for 
some kind of indication. 

“You kiss me like every time is our last.” She sits on the edge of the bed 
and runs her fingers behind my ear sweetly. “I want you to know I’m not 
going anywhere, and I know that might be hard for your brain to believe. 
So, I want to help it if I can.” 

Her legs are crossed and hanging off the mattress. I wrap my hand around 
them and stroke the back of her knee with my thumb again. My tongue is 
all tied up. She somehow knew exactly what I needed to hear. 

“You’re so fucking perfect, Stella Mae.” And I mean more than just this 
moment. The way she grounds me makes me feel and treasure my mortality 
because until death comes for me, my one life is hers. 

She presses another quick and light kiss to my lips. “Hope you still love 
Nana’s mac and cheese because we’re finishing off the tray tonight.” 

“Stella Mae, you damn well know I do, and that’s not changing even if 
we ve eaten it five meals in a row,” I say with mock sternness. 

She stands with a happy and loose smile. As she leaves to heat up dinner, I 


keep her smile burning in my mind and feel deeply honored being the one 


to put it there. 

Once the food is ready, she drapes a large tablecloth over the bed sheets 
and gives me a lap tray. “I’m supposed to be the one taking care of you,” I 
say, a bit despondent. I don’t want to be just another person in Stella’s life 
she has to take care of. 

“T wasn’t the one stabbed, Loch,” she says, setting herself up in a chair by 
the bed and tucking into her meal. After a bite, she drops her fork and looks 
at me thoughtfully. “I know you’d do the same for me.” She smiles softly 
and huffs a laugh. “And you’re just about the only person I would let.” 

That makes me proud. That in a world full of responsibilities, she trusts 
me to help carry some of the weight. 

After eating, she brings the dishes back downstairs and crawls into bed 
next to me. Careful not to hurt me, she kisses the underside of my jaw. A 
soft, flutter of a kiss that makes me melt. 

I roll my head to the side to look at her. She’s curled on her side with a 
smug smile. “What?” I ask, raising my eyebrows. 

“Nothing,” she says innocently. “Just thinking about how much I love 
you.” 

Even though it’s not the first time hearing them, those three words fill 
every part of me with pure, sweet contentedness. I can’t help it. I roll over 
on top of her, wrapping her in my arms tightly and peppering every inch of 
her face with kisses. 

“Lochlan,” she screams, “your stitches!” 

“It’s okay. I have a really hot nurse.” I chuckle into her neck and the 
bright sound of her laugh fills the room before she pushes me off. 

She sits up on her knees and inspects my bandages. They’re all just as 


white as before. She looks at me pointedly while fighting back a smile. 


“You got lucky. Don’t do that again.” 

“Sure thing, boss.” I grin like a mad man, still feeling on top of the 
fucking world. 

She hums her doubt while grabbing the remote from her nightstand. She 
cautiously tucks back into my side and turns on the TV above her bed. 
Without twisting my torso too much, I reach over to my side. 

I sit back up and toss a bag of sour gummy worms in her lap as Kevin 
from The Office talks about his famous chili. She looks at me, twinkling. 
“Where did these come from?” 

I smile out of the corner of my mouth. “Didn’t I say I’d always take care 


of you?” 


1. Play “Only Wanna Be With You” by Samm Henshaw 
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Epilogue 


Stella 


walk up to the deck at Ocean View with a proud smile, taking in the 
I preparations for the New Year’s Eve party tonight. The restaurant’s 
usual tables have been replaced with scattered high tops draped in silk, and 
we've built a temporary structure to serve as a bar. The bar backsplash is 
made of the same iridescent tiles as the swim-up bar and it has a similar, but 
more elevated, beachy roof. A canopy of fine string lights is being woven 
overhead by a team on ladders and will look like a sparkling night sky once 
the sun goes down. 

I started planning this party three months ago, almost immediately after 
taking over management of Summerland, and the night is finally here. I 
want this charming oceanside restaurant to feel like a glittering nightclub 
during the Harlem Renaissance with a tropical twist. 

The entire Fox family and my siblings arrived a few days ago, except for 
Niamh, who is spending the week with my nieces at Nana and Papa’s. Once 
the evening gets started, I’m officially on vacation, and I promised myself 
I’d actually enjoy the party I’ve tirelessly planned. I scan the space again 
and don’t feel an ounce of stress. Everything is going perfectly— 

“Stella!” Cash’s angry voice hollers behind me, and I spin around, cutting 
him with a scowl for shattering my moment. 

“Indoor voices,” I reprimand, and he grits his teeth, annoyance flaring 


harshly on his face. 


“We’re outside.” He runs a hand through his hair with a huff, then his 
eyes narrow on someone behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I see 
Juliette talking to one of the staff members. 

“You really got to stop doing that.” I cross my arms. 

“Doing what?” His lip curls and his eyes stay glued to her. 

“Looking like you’re ready to commit murder every time you see her.” 
Feeling defensive for Juliette, I point out, “You’re not even the one she 
stabbed.” 

It was easy for Lochlan to forgive her once he learned her backstory. Now, 
she leads classes at Libidine specifically for other survivors to heal and take 
back their power through kink. 

Cash finally returns his gaze to me. “Where’s that son of a bitch?” 

I tilt my head. “You’re going to have to be more specific.” 

“My jackass brother.” His brows furrow as he looks behind me furtively. 

I fight back a smile. “Even more specific.” 

“Fucking Loch—goddamnit, I’m going to kill him!” His phone rings, and 
he rips it out of his pocket angrily, smashing his finger against the screen to 
end the call. “He put my personal number on an officiant-for-hire website, 
and now I’m getting calls nonstop because apparently, I’m the only listing 
ordaining weddings for free.” 

I bark a laugh as, right on cue, his phone rings again. He lets loose an 
enraged shout and grips his phone until his knuckles whiten as if he could 
smash it in his fist. 

“How do you know it was me?” My stomach flutters at the familiar voice, 
and I look behind Cash to see Lochlan approaching. I keep waiting for the 
butterflies to dissipate, for my heart to stop jumping every time he enters a 


room, but it’s yet to happen. 


Especially not when he saunters up with a smirk as devastatingly 
handsome as it is arrogant. He catches me checking him out and tongues his 
molar, then he drags his hand over his new mustache. With his hooded eyes 
on me, he misses Cash cock his arm in a punch, and I lunge forward to 
wrap my hand around his wrist. 

“This isn’t fucking Phantom.” I throw his hand down and hold my chin 
high. “You can brawl on the beach later and out of sight of any guests. Your 
macho-testosterone shit will not ruin my party.” I look pointedly at the two 
of them. Cash rolls his eyes with a begrudging nod and Lochlan gives me a 
lopsided, relaxed smile. 1 

Cash shoves a finger in his brother’s face. “You’re the only person stupid 
and masochistic enough to do something like that.” 

“Hey, that’s totally something Reggie would do, and she’s probably the 
smartest fucking person on this island. I don’t know about the masochist 
part though. You’ll have to ask Roan.” Lochlan chuckles. Cash continues to 
silently seethe, so he adds, “You have to admit it’s at least a little funny.” 

Cash clenches and unclenches his fists. “I’ll admit it’s funny once you 
take it down.” He quickly turns his head, trying to hide the grin I can tell 
he’s fighting, and walks away. 

Lochlan drops his gaze down my body and, with a hand on my hip, pulls 
me to him. His eyes are smokey and dark. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” 
His low, rough whisper scrapes along my neck and my stomach squeezes. 

A sharp trill grabs our attention, and we both look down the boardwalk at 
Cash. He never stops walking as he pulls out his phone from his pocket and 
sightlessly throws it into the ocean. 

“Ope.” My eyebrows shoot up. Holding back a laugh, I look to Lochlan. 


He shrugs and says, “He could have just put it on do not disturb.” 


I fall into his chest, laughing, and he wraps his arms around me. I inhale 
his comforting scent mixed with sea breeze and instantly feel warmer. 
Lochlan emanates a unique kind of warmth. A kind that settles low in my 
stomach and makes my heart feel lighter, bigger. It’s a comforting glow that 
blazes strong and steady without ever becoming sweltering or imposing. 

I keep my palms flat on his stomach as I pull away. Giving him a 
conniving look, I whisper as if it’s a secret, “The chocolates for tonight are 
in the kitchen’s fridge.” 

“You wanna do some quality control, Stella Mae?” He smiles out of the 
corner of his mouth, his eyes soft and full of adoration. 

“C’mon.” I grab his hand and tug him through the people still setting up. 
My mouth is already watering for the decadent truffles and chocolate 
barrels filled with top-shelf liqueur. I got a peek of them when they were 
delivered early this morning with the rest of the ingredients for tonight’s 
menu. Dusted with edible glitter and topped with delicate designs and gold 
foil, they are almost too beautiful to eat. Almost. 

I swing through the kitchen doors, excited and— 

Lochlan crashes into my back as I come to an abrupt halt. “What the fuck 
are those?” 

What would normally be a wild, bustling kitchen is empty due to a broken 
gas line. Empty except for us and half a dozen beer kegs. 

“This is a classy affair,” I scold, turning around to smack his shoulder. “I 
thought we agreed we wouldn’t turn this into a fratty beach kegger.” 

He attempts a weak smile. “It’s just a little Guinness.” 

“A little? There’s nearly a hundred gallons here.” I know I sound uptight, 
but my heart can’t help but sink a little. After all the effort I’ve put into this 


party, our first big event as new owners, I would be devastated if it turned 


into a wild kegger. It’s already bound to be unruly with the entire Fox 
family in attendance. 

“You’re right,” Lochlan says genuinely, his hands finding my hips. “Our 
family is here for another whole week. I’m sure my brothers won’t mind the 
extra supply.” He pushes me a step back and I glance over my shoulder at a 
room service cart I’ve bumped into. It’s the only one in a line of four that 
isn’t topped with trays full of empty Champagne flutes ready for tonight. 

“This is your party, pretty girl.” He brushes his lips over the tip of my 
nose. “I can’t wait to watch you shine.” 

I find myself unconsciously trailing a finger along his collar, and his 
fingers dig into the flesh of my hip. Half-lidded, his eyes drop to my mouth 
and air exhales from his nose as I wet my bottom lip. 

“T guess it wouldn’t be the end of the world if one of the kegs somehow 
got tapped..., ” I trail off as his mouth lowers to my neck and he pins me 
against the cart with his hips. He sucks on my pulse as his hands begin to 
slowly ruck up my skirt. I moan softly, arching into him as the fabric 
bunches between us. 

Knitting my fingers in his hair, I hold him tight to my throat, each swipe 
of his tongue making my knees weaker. He drags his thumb over my slit, 
and I can feel my panties dampen as he presses the fabric against me. 

“Fuck,” he groans desperately into my skin. “Have you been walking 
around all day this needy and dripping for me? Please let me lick your 
pussy. I need a fucking taste, a réalta. I need it. I need it bad.” His words 
come out hasty and frazzled, like the idea alone is making him lose his 
mind. 

I protest unconvincingly as he strokes my swollen flesh over the wet 


material. “But—” 


“Fuck the health codes and get your pretty ass up here.” My breath 
hitches as he hoists me onto the cart and immediately drops to his knees. 

Wearing a thong, I can feel the rough polyester of the tablecloth on my 
cheeks, reminding me of our location, of the wrongness. But like most 
things with Lochlan, the risk is worth the reward. 

He doesn’t waste a second, sliding my panties off and hooking my knees 
over his shoulder. He drags his nose up my inner thigh, inhaling deeply and 
nipping the skin. “So fucking delicious.” 

He leaves a pleasant tingling in his wake, sparks skittering up my thighs 
following his touch. He spreads me open with two fingers, and the air feels 
cool and heightening against my heated flesh. I instantly warm the second 
he presses his hot tongue over my clit. The moan I try to keep quiet comes 
out as a muffled whimper, and I swear I can feel him smirk. 

I don’t have the same restraint when he plunges two fingers inside me and 
firmly curls them against my G-spot. “Oh, fuck... , I bite out, tension 
twisting in my core. 

“Oh, fuck!” I shout again but in a completely different tone, pushing his 
shoulders as I see someone’s head bop on the other side of the kitchen 
door’s tinted windows—coming straight toward us. 

Lochlan falls back on his heels as I shove him away, jumping down in an 
anxious flurry. The cart I push off of shoots sideways and crashes into the 
next one. 

In horrifying slow motion, I watch the disastrous domino effect of one 
cart crashing into the other until the floor is littered with dozens of shattered 
Champagne flutes. 

Roan pushes into the kitchen at the same time as the commotion happens. 


Like a deer caught in the headlights, I stare, frozen, at him. He raises his 


brows and blinks slowly before shaking his head as if he were about to ask 
what the hell just happened but decided he didn’t want to know. 

“I was told the real beer was in here.” His eyes bounce skeptically 
between where I stand and Lochlan, who is still crouched on the floor. 

Lochlan’s lip quirks as he discreetly swipes my thong off the floor and 
stuffs it in his back pocket before standing. His tongue swipes his top lip, 
and he grins as he licks my arousal glistening on his mustache. My stomach 
squeezes at the glint in his eyes as he drags his palm from his nose to his 
chin, slow and pointed, before glancing at the graveyard of glasses then 
back at me. 

A small smile pulls on the corner of his lips. “I guess we’re serving 


Guinness after all.” 


I should have known the moment I saw those kegs, it was an omen for the 
rest of the night. 

Right before dinner was served, a freak storm came barreling through the 
island. It definitely wasn’t on the radar because I’ve been checking the 
forecast every four hours for the last week. It lasted all of ten minutes but 
still managed to blow the weak, reed roof off the temporary bar, flood the 
deck, and even send one table cartwheeling into the water. 

Now, we’re all gathered on the beach with minutes until midnight, 
praying the single tarp was able to keep the barge of fireworks from getting 


too waterlogged to ignite. The brass band I hired from New Orleans is 


playing their hearts out, toes in the sand. All the guests are dancing, drunk 
and happy, while our award-winning mixologists who were supposed to be 
making fancy cocktails instead keep the kegs flowing. Sparklers dazzle and 
light up the shore as the one-minute countdown begins. 

Nothing has gone according to my painstaking plan. The full moon and 
lights spilling from the resort behind us are bright enough that I can make 
out every wrong detail. Yet, I’m absolutely beaming because it couldn’t be 
any more perfect. 

I sense Lochlan before I feel him coming up behind me and wrapping his 
arms around my middle. I relax into the comforting expanse of his chest 
and roll my head back onto his shoulder. 

“Look at those two.” He chuckles and nods down the beach. Following 
with my gaze, I burst out laughing at the scene unfolding a few yards away. 

Reggie is trying to convince Roan to go skinny-dipping while he tries his 
damnedest to stop her from stripping. Effie and Harlow cheer her on, and 
Cash seems to think their encouragement is for him. Rising from the lounge 
chair he’s sharing with this wife, Cash tugs his shirt over his head in one 
swift motion and pulls Harlow to her feet. She squeals and grabs Effie’s 
hand, tugging her out of Finn’s lap. 

“You guys aren’t helping,” Roan shouts, frustrated, as his sisters-in-law 
run into the water in nothing but their lingerie. 

Roman swipes Finn’s beer right out of his hand and takes a big chug as 
his new girlfriend, Ren, goes streaking after them. Reggie takes advantage 
of her distracted husband and pantses him with a howling laugh. 

“Goddamn menace,” he growls before ripping off his shirt, throwing her 


over his shoulder, and barreling into the waves. 


“How’s this for your classy affair?” Loch laughs in my ear, and I can’t 
remember the last time my cheeks hurt this much from smiling. 

“Five ... Four...” The deep, velvety voice of one of the musicians 
comes over the speakers, the countdown spreading down the beach. 

“Three... Two...” Lochlan cups my cheek with one hand and brings 
my lips to his right as midnight strikes. As I breathe in everything he is and 
everything we’ve become, the first fireworks go off, lighting up the edge of 
my vision with brilliant gold and purples. 

The beach full of people erupts into cheers, and the joyful blare of 
trumpets and horns ring in the new year under a shower of lights. 

I spin in Lochlan’s arms, grabbing his face with both hands and imbuing 
my kiss with all my emotions that are too big for words. They course 
through me as I feel every glorious second of the here and now. Like I can 
live a thousand lifetimes in the span of a single kiss and know there are still 
a thousand more left. 

When we finally pull apart, I feel as bright as the show in the sky. 

He tenderly tucks a loc behind my ear and brushes my flushed cheek with 
this thumb. He lifts a single brow as I drop my hands to his belt. “A 
réalta?” 

I glance behind me at the mosh of a dozen people now splashing in the 
water. 

Turning back to him, I curl my lips into a smile. “Up for another dare?” 

The End. 


1. Play “Sexual Healing” by Marvin Gaye until “The End” 
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Dear reader, 


hank you for being here! Stella and Lochlan have been readers’ 
T favorites since book one, and I hope I did them justice. If you think 
so, it would mean the world to me if you could take a minute to review this 
book on Amazon. Even a one-sentence review helps! Reviews are truly the 
best way to support indie authors, and I appreciate every single one. I know 
other readers do too. 
This may be the last book in this series (I know, I’m crying too) but the 
fun doesn’t have to stop here. What would have happen if Lochlan 
convinced Stella to disregard his injuries in Chapter 32? You can read the 


alternate spicy last chapter at SummerOtoole.com/screw-the-stitches. 


Feel free to reach out to me to share your theories, reactions, or anything 
else you liked (or didn’t) about this book on Instagram and TikTok: 
@SummerOtoole. Or we can go old school and you can shoot me an email 


at hello@summerotoole.com. 
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